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Constant craving 


It ain't easy being at the cutting edge. 

That’s where Atomic lives a lot of the 
time. We get the hottest tech, access to 
the biggest games months ahead of the 
curve, and we get to meet and greet some 
of the movers and shakers of the tech and 
gaming worlds. 

In fact, you're probably thinking right 
now “Screw you, Hollingworth! It sounds 
great!” And... okay, yeah, it is. 


But. 

The thing is, we get it all in very short, 
often highly controlled bursis. It’s not like 
we're playing Battlefield 3 every night on 
the office 6990! 

So it leaves us with this constant sense 
of being teased. And that’s a serious 
issue; we don’t make claims to objectivity 
at the best of times (we're enthusiasts 
and gamers just like you guys, not some 
distant observer of the hobby), but the 
constant exposure to hype can be not 
only wearing, but downright dangerous. 

Take Homefront for example - we got 
that so wrong it is literally not funny. 

On the hardware front, we don’t - often 

- get to keep all these cool toys. They 
dance into our lab, make us drool (and 
our home systems green with envy), and 
then fly away back home to whatever 
vendor supplied them. 

The thought of the horrors some of 
that hardware must be subjected to in 
transit just makes us shudder. It really 

should stay here with us. 
For it’s own good, of course. 
Just like we really should be 
allowed more access to BFS. For... 
testing purposes. 
Yes... 


David Hollingworth 
dhollingworth@atomicmpc.com.au 
Twitter: @AtomicMPC 
Facebook: AtomicMPC 
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Razer Switchblade: the 
little concept that could? 


It got our attention at CES, now it looks like Razer’s portable gaming 
concept could become a reality. Just maybe not here... 


A lot of the concept devices we 
check out at shows around the 
world don’t amount to much, so 
it’s always a nice surprise to see 
one being brought to life once the 
spotlight is off. 

This Intel-powered device 
promised to bring portable 
gaming into the modern age, 
featuring a 7-inch multitouch 
screen, a custom Switchblade UI, 
and an LCD-based keyboard with 
buttons that changed position and 
function according to the game 
being played. 

Well, it looks like the Switchblade 
may have legs - little pointy knifey 
legs, but legs nonetheless, with news 
today that Razer, Intel and Chinese 
game and internet service provider 
Tencent have teamed up to expand 
to offer Chinese gamers a whole new 
gaming experience. The flagship of this 
partnership? The Switchblade. 

As part of the project, a whole bunch 
of Tencent titles are going to be optimized 
for play on the Switchblade. According 
to Razer CEO Min-Liang Tan, the three 
companies are “united by a common 
goal to deliver the best portable gaming 
experience to as many gamers as 
possible. With the Razer Switchblade’s 
adaptive tactile keyboard, Intel’s range of 


processors, and Tencent’s popular games, 
this is no lofty goal — it’s happening right now.” 


At least in China it is. We might have to 


wait a little bit longer... 


Mass Effect could become an MMO... 


Bioware executive producer admits massively mutliplayer may be the 
best direction for the future of the Mass Effect Universe. 


It would be nice to have the kind of industry 
pull that Game Informer has in the US. We get 
to chat a lot with local PR types, but Gl gets 
to hobnob all the time with the real deal, and 


make some stupidly big scoops in the process. 


This time they've gotten BioWare’s Casey 
Hudson, exec producer on the Mass Effect 
talking about the future of the franchise, as 
VG24/7 recently reported. 

And that future might be massive. 

“A lot of people say that they want to see an 
MMO, | think that kind of makes sense for this 
universe,” he said. 

“Part of what you’re trying to do is save the 
universe so you can live in it. That’s part of the 
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promise, | think, for any great IP. It has to be a 
world worth saving... 

“| think Mass Effect has that quality to it. If you 
get rid of the Reapers and win that, wouldn't 
it be amazing to just live on the Citadel or just 
take a ship to Omega? That makes sense.” 

Yes. Yes, it does make sense, and yes, it 
would be amazing to be able to live on the 
Citadel. Sign us up for any Mass Effect MMO 
shenanigans, thanks. And with BioWare 
releasing Mass Effect 3 later this year, and then 
hopefully finally giving us Knights of the Old 
Republic, it would seem like perfect timing to get 
the teams working together on an ME MMO. 

Even the acronym sounds perfect! 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 
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FROM ATOMIC 


ONLINE 


At time of writing, we're still recovering from 
our Easter break binging, but we're not 
letting a few extra pounds and mild alcohol 
poisoning stop us from celebrating the 

very best of the Atomic forums. And, while 
this month did see a rather... passionate 
outpooring of forum woe, it's actually been a 
very good month for quality posting. 


There's still life in the old forums yet! And 
such life itis... 


This month we celebrate the very down to 
earth and useful work of zzozzach, who 
shared with us his wisdom on how to make 
telecommuting and working at home actually, 
well, work. Bravo you sensible person you! 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=41349&st=0&p=830040 
&#entry830040 


He walks away with our prized Razer Black 
Widow keyboard this month. Bravo! But he 
does not stand alone! Our runners up are... 


Takoma! His photoshop thread has 
delivered the lols. The oh so disturbing lols... 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=41869&st=0&p=840558 
&#entry840558 


CptnChrysler! He shares some painful 
backup lessons. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=41354&st=0&#ent 
ry830074 


And Leonid! His epic week in Thailand 
sounds like awesome fun. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=41698 


So well done, gang, Give 'em a round of 
applause! 


Game The Witcher | 
URL www.moddb. com/mods/and- -a-curse- 2-and- love- and- -betrayal | J 


A’ what beautiful timing. With The Witcher 
2 due in May, now would be a great time 
to revisit the lands of Temeria and re-live what eN 
it is to be Geralt of Rivia, possibly the baddest ‘ 
bad-ass player character in gaming. And one of 
the hallmarks of The Witcher was its great 

story telling, deep characters, and scruple- 
laden choices. 

So what better than a mod that aims to 
tread where the original designers did — for 
your reasonable 260M download you get a 
story divulged over 10,000 lines of text, 100 
new NPCs to meet (or shag, if they’re pretty), 
multiple story paths depending on your choices 
and, of course, multiple different endings for 
same. It also boasts 18 new music tracks, 
which probably helps explain the three years of 
development it took to complete. 

Even the title is classic Witcher parlance: 

a hint of story, of tease of sub-plot, and a 
hefty dose of that fabulous bedfellow we call 
adventuring. Indeed, the mod is set before the 
events of the Witcher, and involves Geralt’s 
original true love — before Triss and Shani in 
the original game — called Yennefer and this is 
about his quest to find her. 

There's some 10-15 hours of classic Witcher 
gameplay to be had (give or take the the side 
quests) — hours of gameplay, it’s worth noting, 
that is longer than some of the single-player 
campaigns from today’s so-called blockbuster 
games. Does it take modders working for free 
to show certain AAA developers what they 
should be doing? {/gets off milk crate] 

If you're a Witcher fan, enjoy your latest 
adventure. If not, go buy it now you brigand! 

Oh, and if you need some hints, the mod even 
comes with its own gameplay guide; look at the 
download section on the ModDB page. ( 
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Precursor 


Game Half Life 2 
URL www.precursormod.com 


Be: Before Freeman, before the world’s 
greatest hero arose, there were others 
fighting the good fight — other notables who 
gave their all to see humanity survive. And 
you're one of them, part of the resistance, 
on the run after a targeted assault from the 
Combine. But all is not as it seems, and there’s 
a larger story at play... 

The mod starts with a clever intro sequence 
deep within a facility, alarms blaring, only 
red light to guide your feet, ending in the 
appearance of the G-man and what appears 
to be a nuclear missile. From there you wake in 
City 17, the Combine is in your block, and it’s a 
race to get out via the back streets. 

Accompanying this is one of the charms of 
the mod — voice acting, especially one Oleg the 
resistance leader, with Russian accents no less! 


You soon find a resistance hideout where you 
pick up some modified Combine armour, which 
you'll need to survive, then it’s off to find Oleg 
if you can. 

The initial levels give a great impression of 
an occupied city, but what really sets Precursor 
apart is the level design, which manages to 
balance pacing, puzzles, and combat in equal 
measure. A lot of the puzzles are simple, but in 
that Portal kind of way when you notice what's 
around you that can help. And the level in the 
car park... | don’t think I’ve wet myself so badly 
in a source mod before. It’s not a long level, but 
it doesn’t have to be. Play it with the lights off, 
and put some spare pants nearby. 

There are lot of nice touches, like the 
appearance of G-man in unexpected places 
if you look out for him, much like the original 
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PATCH 
Notes 


Need for Speed: Hot Pursuit Patch v1.03 
Armed Assault Patch v1.18 Final 
EVE Online: Incursion Patch v1.4 


Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood 
Patch v1.02 


Crysis 2 Patch v1.2 
ArmA 2 Patch v1.59 
Warsow Patch v0.61 


ee 


= 


Half Life 2, and the regular follow-ups by the 
resistance with voice-overs over the radio. 

All up, Precursor is another fine source mod 
to tide you over between games, and deserves 
your free time like an orange suit deserves a 
free man. 
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GEAREDOX< / 


erin Pereruntier 610 


: TBA Website: www.garmin.com 
‘es, this is a sports watch, so if you do fit the hideously, 


nasty hives. But we know that many (hopefully, most) of 


of going outdoors for a spot of “health”. 

The Forerunner 610 has a waterproof touch-screen, 
* full GPS functionality, heart-rate monitor compatibility 
and a nifty little setting that allows you to store your 
best times and then go back and race (and beat) 
yourself. And if beating yourself (er...) isn’t enough, 
the Forerunner allows you to upload your data 

and race virtually against other Forerunner users. 
Because it’s always more fun with friends, right? 


HIDEO NITTA 
MASAFUMI YAMAMOTO 
KEITA TAKATSU 
TREND-PRO CO., LTD. 


Manga Guide 
to Relativity 


Price: :SUS19.95 Website:www.orielly.com 
Learning. It’s what us geeks do best. Our desire to 
learn new and interesting things is what separates us 
from everyone else on the planet. 

Well, that and a few other things. 

The Manga Guide to Relativity is a geeky new 
way for anyone who's ever wondered what on earth 
Einstein was on about to come to grips with all that 
physics stuff, while also telling a fun and involving story 
featuring lots of characters with big eyes and colourful 
costumes. Buy one for your kids, your nephews and 
nieces, your friends’ kids, or just yourself. 
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GEARBOX 


All the coolest gadgets & gear. 


itdated and mostly inaccurate gamer stereotype, simply 
lowing it to touch your wrist will probably result in some 


you don’t, in fact, break down in tears at the very thought 


Netgear N6O00 Dual 


Band Modem Router 


Price: $299 


Website: www.netgear.com.au 

Now, we’re the first to admit that routers are not the 
sexiest bits of tech on the planet. In fact, we'll confess 
to not having actually looked at our router at home in 
some months. We still have internet, so we assume 
it’s still there and working and not too covered in dust 
bunnies. 

But that’s the thing: they’re not sexy, but the 
second they fail, it hurts in a big, big way. And that’s 
why it’s worth getting a new one. Netgear promise 
us all sorts of goodness with this one, and we do like 
the ReadySHARE USB Storage Access feature that 
allows you to share all your bits and pieces with all the 
computers on your network sans NAS drive. 


atemic 


Western Digital 
_ My Book Studio 
- Edition Il 6TB 
 Price:$719 


Website: www.westerndigital.com 
Once upon a time, there was an external hard drive. It 
had a massive 100GB of storage, and considered itself 
pretty damn cool. Then a bigger, better external hard 
drive came along and used its 1TB of mass to kick it 

to the curb. 

For a long, long time 1TB ruled the roost, 
occasionally worrying about what would happen when 
2TB lumbered over from enthusiast land, but mostly 
just storing lots of data and being smug about it, while 
squashing any and all smaller drives it came across. 

And then the WD My Book Studio Edition II came 
along, and now 1 TB lives in constant, crippling fear, 
dreading the day that price tag drops and brings those 
six massive terabytes into homes everywhere ... 


by 
f 
/ 


Acer C20 Pocket Projector 


Price: $349 Website: www.acer.com.au 


Is ita phone? Is it a camera? Is it a little black piece of plastic with no discernable use? No! It’s 
possibly the smallest and lightest projector we’ve ever seen — and probably the only one we’re 


ever going to be able to afford. 
Luckily, for something so small, it’s pretty nicely specced, with a contrast ratio of 2000:1, 


native 16:9 format, a battery life long enough for most movies worth seeing, and a lamp-life of | ; SS 
20,000 hours. It plugs into pretty much anything with a USB or HDMI out port, and also has a 2: oe wiseouleh!) oy 


built-in speaker and will connect to an external amp, so you can hear your pictures as well as we : — = 


seeing them. Win! 
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yp OeNgy GAME PSYCHOLOGY 


Rr da aaa 


‘it. 75 


Jake Carroll looks at the psychology behind successful gaming. 


Sv of us are old enough to remember the oye These however, are formal definitions es per 

Nintendo Entertainment System (NES). We Building blocks the text books. In a world that is ever changing, 
look back on that era of gaming as a sacred At the heart of what creates an experience for and infinitely imaginative, it’s difficult to come to 

time to have been alive. As we’ve grown up, a gamer, is what a game actually is. A game grips with how game designers create products 
the games and technology have grown up is considered structured playing. Play is the that captivate us so completely and consistently 
with us. All too often however, as we recount voluntary, intrinsically motivated behaviour, without some concrete examples. 


these indelible memories, we're left thinking that —_ activity, or set of activities that we'd normally 
they don’t make games like they once did. The associate with fun or pleasure. Some of this play 
electronic gaming press and media make clichéd has clearly defined goals. 


statements about the death of gameplay, and It's often stated that games are unique and 
that the love is now all gone, constantly. Is there distinct from work or art, in that work is usually 
any weight to such statements, however? carried out for remuneration, and art is more 

r 7 for the expression of aesthetic or ideological 
It S all In your head elements. This however, is slowly changing. The 
It's a hard thing to quantify, but there are core elements or building blocks that make a game 
aspects to game design that make us enjoy include: 
the experience. It doesn’t matter what scenario 
it’s in, either. You could be in the middle of an ¢ Goals 
intense firefight, sitting atop a building sniping, e Rules 
running through a lush green forest with shield ° Challenge 
and sword in hand, or haggling with the locals e Interaction 
in a town market for new threads. For some 
reason, we end up enjoying every minute of it. Gameplay however, consists of: 
We even enjoy chores and laborious activities, 
while gaming. The question has been posed ¢ Tools 
before. How is it that we enjoy cleaning our e Rules 


room, tending to crops and watering the garden —e Skill, strategy and chance 
in Harvest Moon or Farmville, but we'd wince 


at the idea, when faced with the task in real life? It’s this balance (maybe even a ratio) of 
How is it that a game designer can make us ingredients that go into making up what a good 
enjoy the mundane? game is, at least to a gamer. 
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The rules of building 
interactive experiences 


In 2008 a couple of people set out to understand 
if there were actually rules or constraints as 

to what made a good game. It turns out, that 
their findings (subjective as they are) suggested 
that there were rules. Katie Salen and Eric 
Zimmerman of Gamelab fame wrote ‘Rules 

of Play: Game Design Fundamentals’. Under 
this schema, the creation of games has been 
categorised into several different units. Reading 
the industry press corroborates these elements 
as a framework that many of the largest game 
development houses use as a means to create a 
memorable experience. 


Unit: Meaningful Play 

When the relationship between actions and 
outcomes in a game are both discernible and 
integrated into the larger context of the game 
itself, you've got meaningful play. This has 
become more and more prevalent in recent 
years, with storage media density rapidly 
growing, and with computational capability 
increasing dramatically. Gone are the days of 
the static world. We now have many games 

on the market where the illusion of conscious 
choice, fate and outcomes have a direct impact 
upon progression in a game. Recent examples 
of this include the behavioural system found in 
Rockstar’s Red Dead Redemption, or EA's The 
Sims Medieval’s hero system. Actions now may 
have a direct consequence on behaviours and 
outcomes, later. This is infinitely important to 
making a game ‘feel’ good, to an end user. 


Unit: Systems 

Systems are a way of components organising 
themselves with a set of instructions, a boundary 
and external space. Systems are what drive 
games and the logic engines of decision making, 


Harvest Moon. Makes weeding cool. 
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it’s difficult to come to grips with how game 
designers create products that captivate us so 
completely and consistently... 


external interactions for NPCs and even the 

way the weather changes. Without the complex 
systems we subconsciously enjoy in games 
today, we'd not have progression or the sense of 
realism we know today. 


Unit: Interactivity, 
in all it’s forms 


Interactivity doesn’t exist only as a means for you 
to hurl abuse at the 15 year old that just fragged 
you then unceremoniously tea-bagged you, or 
to. poke a character in a game, and watch the 


reaction on his/her face. It’s so much more 
complex. 


Cognitive interactivity is the deeper 
psychological or emotional bond that occurs 
when a gamer starts somehow becoming 
involved with a system. Running around in a 
forest in Zelda: The Skyward Sword and enjoying 
the surroundings, and then considering your 
own experiences of walking around in forests, as 
a means to associate with the character might 
be an example of that. 


Functional interactivity entails the physical or 
virtual mechanics of interacting with systems 

or objects. An example of this might be a user 
complaining about how difficult it is to use the 
shovel in Minecraft, or how badly weighted some 
of the characters charge moves are in Super 
Street Fighter IV. 


Explicit interaction is the step-by-step process 
of interacting with a programmed or scripted 
system. An example might be the interaction of 
walking through a door into a tavern, and then 
being presented with a menu to choose from, 
based upon a button press. Games such as 
Sega's Shenmue (Dreamcast) gave us an early 
glimpse into scripted explicit interactions in what 
were then called “Quick Time events”, where 
timed button presses altered the outcomes of a 
story line, and ultimately progression in the game. 
Many a game has since emulated these traits. 


Beyond-the-object interactivity is perhaps 
the most complex. An example of this is what 
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happens after the game has been paused, or 
when you've made it to a new level, or you’ve 
gained a pile of XP based upon a quest you've 
just run. When the game spills over into another 
aspect of interaction — and the gamer starts to 
socialise the possibilities of the game with other 
gamers (even while in the game). This is perhaps 
the holy-grail of interaction, because it’s in effect 
making such an impression on a gamer, that 
hey are forming their own little chunk of reality 
about the virtual reality they are in. An example of 
this might be commenting on how another mate 
in your guild could have ever afforded the items 
he has, then conjecturing to other friends that he 
stole them, or was grinding for weeks aimlessly 
just to scrape together the gold required. 


Unit: The magic circle 

The magic circle is a culture and behavioural 
phenomenon. It is a porous membrane or barrier 
hat separates the real world from the virtual 
world in games and online social environments. 
The writer of Synthetic Worlds: The Business and 
Culture of Online games, Edward Castronova, 
suggested in 2005: 

“..the membrane between synthetic worlds and 
daily life is definitely there but also definitely porous, 
and this is by choice of the users. What we have 
is an almost-magic circle, which seems to have 
the objective of retaining all that is good! about the 
fantasy atmosphere of the synthetic world, while 


Self-actualisation 


Esteem 


Love/Belongine 


Physiological 
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giving users the maximum amount of freedom to 
manipulate their involvement with them”. 

We now see this exemplified every day in 
gaming, where in-game markets, complex guild 
politics and lore are all transferred between 
the real and virtual worlds, as if there was no 
distinction. Stealing money from a friend in 
WoW, or knocking down a friends’ structure in 
MineCraft really isn’t any different than doing the 
same thing in real life, as a result of this porous, 
permeable circle we're all existing in. 


Bringing it all together 
Putting a game together always was more than 
just about throwing a bunch of code into a 
compiler and adding some colours. 

Finding the balance of what it means to play, 
then figuring out how systems of control and 
functionality can aid meaningful play is hard. 
Super Mario 64 redefined what play was, in the 
dimensional sense. It was the first ‘go anywhere’ 
platformer. Play was really all about being able 
to do what you wanted to do, and go where you 
felt like it — but you always had a goal, and an 
achievement matrix. Interactions in titles like this 
were functional and explicit, unashamedly. Big, 
chunky and deliberate actions were core to what 
made this game so special. Picture smashing a 
giant Thwomp or throwing bowser at a B-Bomb. 

Games of such scale were mirrored in the real 
world, with concepts such as Big Urban Game 


morality, 
creativity, 
_ spontaneity, \ 
/ problem solving. 


(BUG) being used to involve hundreds of people 
in a pseudo-virtual playing field, with that same 
‘go anywhere’ 3D feel that SM64 had pioneered. 
http://www.decisionproblem.com/bug/ 

bug2.html 

The game space has become a whole 
lot larger. 

Other titles achieve these lasting and 
impressive entertaining qualities through entirely 
different means. Titles such as Portal 2 go to 
great lengths to engage the user through the 
use of strong functional interactivity, oftentimes 
making jokes at it’s own expense; such is the 
nature of the loveable but bumbling Wheatley. 


Caution: 
psychology ahead 


Making a game addictive is entirely subjective 
while also being extremely scientific and 
formulaic. There are obvious traits in a title 

that make us want to go back to it — but, they 
all stem from some simple things that are at 

our very core as human beings. A very clever 
gentlemen named Abraham Maslow devised 

a framework in 1943 he called the ‘Hierarchy 

of Needs’. The crux of his framework was that 
humans have certain basic needs, that they 
have the potential to successfully fulfil, and, as 
they do, they can climb an increasingly abstract 
and complex ladder to fulfil different complexities 


Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. 
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Black and White showed us what it was go be virtual good and virtual evil. Simple concepts to our 
conscience, but incredibly complex, lofty topics for the likes of a game engine to interpret, understand 


and facilitate game progression through. 


of needs. Games do this, to us and with us, 
without us ever realising. 

Intriguingly, we’ve found that gaming has 
a way of fulfilling the bottom rung animalistic 
urges. Games are regularly simulating life’s most 
simple processes (right down the gory details). 
Physiological needs have been represented in 
games, giving us an emotional attachment to our 
subject as early as the original Sim titles. 

Safety plays probably the most important role 
in the game world where conflict is involved, with 
many FPS and war simulation titles depicting 


Physiological needs have been 
represented in games, giving us an 
emotional attachment to our subject... 


the fragility of life and the sense of our mortality. 
The concept of the ‘Permanent Death’ mode in 
games is becoming increasingly prevalent, giving 
players a very real sense of finality, if they die or 
are killed in game. 

Love and belonging have been exemplified 
en-masse through the depiction and formation of 
guilds in MMORPG's. The very root of mate-ship, 
group dynamics and organisational behaviour 
are concentrated in the groups of game players. 

Esteem is one of the strongest points of these 
‘needs’ that drive gamers to keep playing, pushing 
on and becoming further involved with a game. 
This need alone generates a strong compulsion 
to continue on. Achievement, progression, 
competition and a sense of scaling some task are 
so strong in us, that we desire it at a level we don't 
consciously understand. If you ask yourself why it’s 
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experiences inside of this reality, they stick in 
your mind, with enough prevalence that you'll 
continue to think about it when you pick up the 
cat food from isle 6. 

Keep in mind — these developers and creative | 
directors realised this fifteen years ago. 

The next time you can’t wipe the smile 
off your face, when you recall beating Super 
Mario Galaxy 2 for the second time with Luigi, 
or become anxious about how well you've 
upgraded your armour and then panic about 
how difficult you’re finding level 7-15X of Super 
Meat Boy as the Aperture Laboratories tell you 
that you're a horrible person, hit the pause 
button. Think about the emotions running 
through your being. Yeah. Feel that’? © JC 


‘oi 


important to beat the kid down the street at Mortal 
Kombat, you'll say that it proves you are supreme, 
that it makes you fee! good to know you are ‘the 
best’ and that it gives you a sense of achievement. 
Puzzling though, that if you ask ‘why’ to any of 
these statements, rarely can a person understand 
exactly wnat their core motivation is. 
Self-actualisation is where the whole chain of | ; 
needs builds to. We develop morality, creativity, & 
spontaneity and the higher order thinking 
aspects of human life that generate societal 
(and inner) balance. It surprises nobody 


that some of the most influential 
game developers of our time really 
do understand the human mind just 
as much, if not more, than they 
understand software engineering. 
Innovators such as Shigeru 
Miyamoto, Hideo Kojima, Peter 
Molyneux and Will Wright have 
been down this path before. 
They are all well aware of how 
you're thinking. These guys know 
you have animal-like desires to 
fulfil, and they understand that in 
order for a game to really connect 
with you as an interactive experience, 
that magic circle must be porous 
enough for you to believe that you are 
controlling reality - and because of the 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to 
your questions like no-one else can. 


1/O OF THE MONTH 


Mega Bloks may cause 
parity errors 


Is it bad to make computer hardware 
“J out of Lego? 


| don’t mean CPUs, | mean cases and 
drive-holders and such. I’ve seen some 
fancy all-Lego cases on the web, but all | 
really want to do, to start with at least, is 
make a sort of semi-permanent case for 
a hard drive plugged into a USB-to-SATA 
adapter. I’ve got a big tub of Lego from 
when | was a kid, and mechanically at least 
it seems really suitable for the job. You can 


Those big guys never were 
any use for anything. 
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make pretty precise shapes with it, and 

it looks better than just sitting drives on 
the table with cardboard between them or 
something. 

The only problems | can think of are static 
damage and radio-frequency noise. Are 
these deal-breakers by themselves, or is 
there something else terrible about this idea? 

Cameron Montagu 


All-plastic computer enclosures of any 
J kind are illegal to sell, because they 


do indeed fail RF-interference tests. It’s legal 


WINS A THERMALTAKE 
) CHALLENGER PR 


to make your own plastic case, though, and 
several companies have sold plastic PC 
cases to customers who may, or may not, 
then go on to install components in them. 
Who can say? 

(See also the complicated devices offered 
in your local tobacconist, for the smoking of 
tobacco or ‘herbs’.) 

Realistically, this is seldom a problem. RF 
noise from PC components is unlikely to 
be powerful enough to do anything beyond 
fuzz up AM radio reception within spitting 
distance. 

The RF noise gets out because plastic is 
non-conductive and can’t be earthed, which 
is also why it accumulates static electricity. 
That’s more likely to be the real problem you'll 
face. An undetectably small static spark 
can damage computer hardware, and any 
anonymous piece of plastic can build up 
such a charge just by sitting in a dry breeze. 

Being realistic again, though, | wouldn’t 
worry much about this either. Static charge 
on your own body is the usual cause of 
hardware-zapping, and you can get rid of 
that tolerably well by just touching metal 
at the same potential as the hardware 
before you touch the hardware. For working 
on computers, that means touching the 
chassis metal somewhere; for drives by 
themselves, the metal plate on top of the 
drive is connected to the ground pins on 
the power connector. Even if you're running 
a drive from the ungrounded plugpack of a 
USB connection kit, touching the metal on 
top will still bring you to the same potential as 


the drive. 
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Seagate vs WD vs Hitachi vs 
Samsung vs Ford vs Holden 


This will sound like a stupid question, but which brand are the best 
hard drives? 

I'm mainly asking about reliability. | don’t care if Photoshop takes five 
more seconds to load, but | really do care about drives dying. Surely you 
(by which | mean you, Dan, and also Atomic in general) have been playing 
with PC drives for long enough to get a general idea? Is there any real 
reliability trend between manufacturers? 

Anthony Marsden 


It's generally impossible to tell how reliable most computer 
components are, until it’s too late. 


There are some exceptions to this rule. The high failure rate of Xbox 
360s, for instance, or IBM's legendary ‘Deathstar’ Deskstar hard drives, 
from when 100Gb was a lot of disk space. Usually, though, you can’t get 
a reasonable idea about computer-part reliability until long after the parts 
are obsolete. 

Statistics that’re too late to save you from buying, say, those G84 
and G86 8000-series Nvidia GPUs that had dodgy underfill in the chip 
package, could still be useful if they painted the picture you're looking 
for. If, say, Nvidia GPUs seemed consistently less reliable than ATI/AMD 
ones, or if Seagate drives seemed better than Samsungs. But there’s no 
consistent picture there, either. Technology changes so fast that IBM's run 
of lousy hard drives had no effect on the reliability of their (now Hitachi) 
descendants, and all of those red-ringed Xbox 360s very probably say 
nothing at all about the reliability of the next Microsoft console. 

All sorts of technological objects have ‘Mean Time Between Failures’ 
numbers, which for hard drives are often outrageously high, in the 
hundreds of thousands of hours. Those numbers are made by testing, 
say, 1000 drives for a thousand hours; if two of them die over that period, 
then the simplest kind of MTBF calculation says the MTBF should be 
500,000 hours, about 57 years. In reality, it’s unlikely that any of the 
drives will live for more than ten years, even if they’re not running all day, 
every day. 

(SSDs have even higher MTBFs than moving-parts drives, by the way. 
Long-term use of memory cards and industrial Flash-RAM devices tells 
us that SSDs really are likely to last substantially longer than hard drives, in 
most applications. But you still shouldn’t expect your new SSD to actually 
work for two million hours, which is 228 years.) 

All this doesn’t stop people forming strong opinions about particular 
brands. If someone's had two Western Digital drives fail in a row, or two 
Samsungs, or two Seagates, they'll often now swear by whatever brand 
hasn't yet treated them so badly. In these cases | recommend the prompt 
administration of Darrell Huffs classic slim volume, “How To Lie With 
Statistics”. It applies as well to hard drives in 2011 as it did to tooth- 
powder ads in 1954. 


Wholelnternet.zip: 2.1kb 


| have not laughed so hard in a long while as when | just read the 
J first paragraph of section 9.1 of the comp.compression FAQ: 

bit.ly/comprandom 

Especially when | hit “applicable recursively”. 

The things some folks can convince themselves of... 

Only later did | note in the preface of this page: 

“This topic has generated and is still generating the greatest volume of 
news in the history of comp.compression.” 

Rocky 


Yeah, | love that stuff. Compression programs that can always 
J make any data smaller are to mathematicians and computer 
scientists as perpetual-motion machines are to physicists. 
The best part is that the theory that makes clear that this is impossible, 
called the ‘pigeonhole principle’, can be explained even to people (like 
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me...) who have no knowledge of advanced mathematics at all. Only if 
someone's really determined to say “you know, science doesn’t know 
everything, FTL and antigravity could be possible, and so could fitting 100 
things in 99 pigeonholes without any pigeonhole having more than one 
thing in it” will they then be fooled by any of the endless series of bogus 
magical data-squishers. 

Often, the people who write such programs are just cranks. When a 
dedicated scam artist goes at it, the results can be much more impressive. 
This one was pretty awesome: 

bit.ly/bs-compress 


USB angle grinders! USB plasma TVs! 


| | Those USB drink warmer things didn’t work, because USB can only 
deliver 2.5 watts. Now we've got USB 8, though, and apparently that 
can deliver more power. So will it now be practical to have USB soldering 
irons and USB toaster ovens? 
Harry Spears 


Officially, as you say, USB versions 1 and 2 can supply no more than 

half an amp (500 milliamps) at five volts from a powered port (a ‘root 
port’ on a controller, or a port on a powered hub). And, again officially, USB 
3.0 can indeed deliver more juice. 

But nothing is simple. 

A ‘Battery Charging Specification’, separate from USB 3, was added to 
the USB spec in 2009. A powered USB port meeting this spec should be 
able to deliver as much as 1.5 amps in the two USB 1 speed modes, and if 
there's no data transfer at all, there's no ceiling current beyond the carrying 
capacity of the connectors. Normal USB A connectors are only specced for 
1.5 amps, but manufacturers are allowed to use beefier ones if they like. 

(Remember that current actually delivered into a given load depends on 
the load's resistance; this is why you can grab the terminals of a car battery 
without being vaporised by hundreds of amps. Little LED fan doohickeys 
and awful $4 electric razors will work the same from a ‘high power’ USB 
socket as they did from a normal one.) 

You still shouldn't expect to be able to, say, run a forty-watt laptop from 5V 
USB power; even with zero loss that’d be eight amps, which’ll make USB- 
cable conductors rather toasty. | could see a netbook running from nothing 
but USB power, though. And you actually can already buy a USB soldering 
iron, which runs from one of those double-headed Y cables that suck power 
from two USB ports. Proper soldering pencils with power draw under 20 
watis are mainstream products, so beefier USB could probably run one of 
those okay, too. 

All of this specification discussion is of limited relevance, though, because 
ugly things happen when specifications meet the real world. 

Take the abovementioned double-headed USB power cables, for instance, 
which are commonly used to run little external drives that won’t quite spin up 
from 2.5 watts. The official USB spec doesn’t allow those. Heck, it doesn't 
even allow extension cables. 

There are a bunch of USB 1 and 2 specifications — minimum device 
voltage requirements, cable length and type restrictions — that are interpreted 
very loosely indeed by a lot of manufacturers. Some USB controllers can 
provide more power than they're meant to, some USB devices are touchier 
about technically-okay supply voltage and cable lengths, et cetera. If | were 
you, | wouldn't expect USB 3 to bring better compliance with the rules, 
especially by manufacturers of dirt-cheap USB peripherals. 

| wouldn't be at all surprised if, to achieve maximum USB compatibility, 
anormal computer two years from now will need its motherboard USB 
3-point-whatever-we’re-up-to-by-then controller, plus an add-on USB 3.0 
card, and an add-on USB 1/2 card. Since add-on USB 8 cards are already 
pretty cheap and USB 2 cards are now practically free, this isn’t likely to be 
a major problem unless your teeny computer or laptop in the year 2013 has 
nowhere for you to plug more cards into it. 

You can be pretty confident that any USB 3 controller will be able to 
deliver the 200mA per port that's in the USB 3.0 spec. That’s only 4.5 
watts, but it’s better than 2.5W. 
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Ashton Mills looks inside the box... 


[" a big fan of digital distribution — I’ve 
previously covered how Steam can make 
regional pricing moot (at least in theory, sadly 
not in practice) and services like Desura that 

do the same for mods. | have nothing against 
boxed sets, except perhaps my laze factor. 
From actually going out and visiting a shop, 

to dealing with disk-based Digital Restrictions 
Management, to losing or having discs 
scratched ending replayability. It doesn’t help 
that almost all boxed games these days are just 
two discs in a box. Maybe a leaflet if you’re lucky. 

In the less then grand scheme of things, it’s 
simply the path of least resistance to go for the 
digital download. 

But one publisher is setting out to change 
that. CD Projekt, the team behind The Witcher 
series, is doing something with The Witcher 2 
that gets my retro nerdism tingling. 


turned corporeal in the form of an authentic 
mysterious pamphlet and coin. It’s a standard 
box set that puts some collectors editions 
games to shame, and apparently priced at the 
stock $US49. 

A printed manual! Game-related items! Bonus 
extras! Reminds me of unboxing Ultima II all 
those years ago, Curling up in bed pouring over 
every detail of the cloth map, imbibing every 
page of the guide — these helped to create as 
much as atmosphere as playing the game itself. 

Now there are some good collectors editions 
out there — the Starcraft Il one is impressive — but 
CD Projekt may be about eclipse even this with 
its version that includes all of the above plus a 
hard cover art book, dice set from the gambling 
sub-game, themed playing cards, another metal 
coin (currency of the realm), a bust of Geralt 
himself in faux-marble (which is actually kinda 


This sort of thing is what makes games worth buying 
in boxes. It’s not just about having stuff — it’s about 


adding to the experience... 


The company seems to be going for bundle 
of the century — the standard boxed set comes 
with the game, soundtrack CD, and printed 
manual as you might expect. But it also includes 
a thick game guide, printed map, making of 
DVD, bonus DLC equipment, paper-craft for the 
handicraft inclined, and some in-game items 
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cool), a bunch of stickers, another special DLC 
item, and yet another printed guide — about how 
to cheat at dice and cards by your old in-game 
Bard friend Dandelion. 

This sort of thing is what makes games worth 
buying in boxes. It’s not just about having stuff — 
it's about adding to the experience of immersing 
yourself in the game world. Coins, dice, cards? 
It’s how Geralt makes extra cash on the side. 
Hard cover art book? Make Temeria tangible. It’s 
a brilliant package that hearkens back to when 
boxed games were compelling. 

And this, dear price-gouging distributors in 
Australia, is what you need to be encouraging to 
combat that evil digital download demon. This, 
to coin a Sheenism, is WINNING (over hearts 
and minds). Give gamers a reason to buy even 
the standard box. 


CD Projekt gets it. It distributes digitally too, of 
course, and some of the boxed set items that 
can be digitised are available, but the boxed sets 
are Clearly better. The company is smart enough 
to maximise both avenues and, having listened 
to gamers on services like Steam, has co- 
ordinated a simultaneous worldwide release and 
a single global price. | doubt it has as much pull 
with local distributors here in Australia, but if the 
pricing is the ‘standard’ mark-up you'll still get 
more for your money than other boxed games. 

I've decided. | pre-ordered The Witcher 2 on 
Steam way back, but | want that collector's set 
now. | can’t remember the last time | felt this 
compelled to visit a game shop. Not entirely 
sure what to do with my Steam copy though, | 
wonder if | can get it transferred to a gift... | ( 


Would you like a gift from Ashton? 


) 


kingston 


ic) 


‘the only memory 
| recommend to all my friends" 


Jordan “nOthing’” Gilbert 
Pro Gamer, Evil Geniuses 


kingston.com/anz/hyperx 


Kingston's HyperX® memory offers the speed 
and performance to satisfy gamers, creative 
professionals and anyone who pushes their 
computer to extremes. Easy to install and 
specifically engineered and tested for higher 
speeds and lower latencies, it’s available in a 
range of models and backed by a lifetime 
warranty and legendary Kingston*® reliability. 


Learn more at kingston.com/anz/hyperx today! 


Ingram Micro Australia Simms International Pty. Ltd. Synnex Australi 
1300-651-124 1800-800-703 1300-100; 


All’trademarks and registered trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 


IC 


E 
he 
0 


DEAD GAMING IDEAS \\ SPECIAL FEATURE 
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As games technology continues to evolve, we consider some 
of the dead ends we've seen along the way. 


ot every idea has its day. Sometimes, We've unearthed some of our older games 

it lands at the wrong time. Perhaps in shelves in search of these ideas; while 

it took too long in development some of them only appear in a single game, 
to impress anyone, or it arrived too early others temporarily took the world by storm 
for anyone to take advantage of it. Some before dying out, and a few are still around, 
products are given their due on release, but but in support roles rather than leading the 
for whatever reason, nobody feels the need to ~—_— way to the future. All of these ideas are worth 
take them any further, and the world moves remembering, not just for what they did, but 

‘ on in a new direction. Even a bad game can also for what they could have done if things 

contain great ideas that are worth stealing, had turned out differently. Join us for thought- 


while smaller ones are simply overshadowed. provoking look back. 
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Voxel Universes 

The main reason that triangular-polygon 
based graphics took off was that the original 
3D accelerator cards were built to give 
them a boost. Before that happened, all 
the most impressive games used voxels 
instead - pixels, but with depth. Their big 
debut was in the 1992 Commanche game, a 
helicopter simulator that offered rolling hills 
and countryside while other games were stuck 
with simple flat planes of land. They were even 
flexible enough to allow for advanced effects 
such as real-time terrain destruction and 
deformation, although surprisingly few games 
actually bothered with these features. 

Voxels were often deployed for non-terrain- 
based assets, including characters in Blade 
Runner, and as replacements for certain 
sprites in shooters such as Shadow Warrior. 
They served as a halfway house between 
software rendering and the more system- 
intensive polygons. Even today, they show up 
in areas you wouldn't necessarily expect to 
find them. Minecraft and Crysis, for example, 
both use voxel landscapes. However, they 
fell out of favour as the standard format for 
building worlds for two reasons; computers 
and graphics cards became powerful enough 
to simply throw polygons at any problem, 
making it easier to fake the organic look of 
voxels, and the majority of tools used for 
creating assets are geared around doing 
exactly that. 

Voxels’ fate is best summed up by the 
game Outcast. Much like Crysis, it was an 
absolute system crusher on release, but an 
incredibly beautiful one - everything from the 
huge landscapes to the ripples in the water 
when you swam gave you a sense of stepping 
into another world. It was very CPU-intensive 
as a result, though, performing badly on the 
systems of the time. It was so stressful on 
systems that despite voxels being the game’s 
biggest selling point, the developer opted for 
polygons in the sequel, which was later sadly 
cancelled. Polygons were more console- 
friendly; they were where the technology was 
heading and they sounded cooler. Voxels may 
still be with us, but they never again regained 
the spotlight. 


Procedural generation as used in 
Splunky (above) and Daggerfall 
(right) can sometimes create 
empty worlds. 


Procedural Gaming 


As with voxels, procedural generation didn’t 
fall off the stage entirely, merely stumbled into 
a supporting role. It’s often used to scatter 
elements such as trees, or to create a basic 
starting point that designers can use as a 
springboard, but it’s very rarely employed to 
create entire worlds in a flash. 

The reason is that developers have learned 
that quantity is nowhere near as important 
as quality. The reason for using procedural 
generation is because you need a lot of 
content very quickly. Games of the moment 
are geared towards (increasingly) limited 
amounts, which can be carefully balanced and 
polished to a fine sheen. Or something close 
to that. Or something merely tolerable, but 
usually not even that. 

No series shows this off better than The 
Elder Scrolls. Oblivion offers a play area of 16 


square miles that’s filled with towns, dungeons, 
quests and other goodies. Its predecessor, 
Daggerfall, offered over 62,394 square miles. 
Oblivion had just nine towns to explore, while 
Daggerfall claimed 15,000 of them. And no, 
that isn’t a misprint. 

The penalty for this excess was that the 
multitude of elements became irrelevant. 
Daggerfall may have been the size of Great 
Britain, but there was precious little to find. It 
had no real personality, and nothing was very 
memorable, except the scope itself and a 
ridiculous amount of low-res nudity. In addition, 
Daggerfall was an incredibly buggy game, 
and one that was easy to get stuck into. A 
procedurally generated action game is one 
that has to bend over backwards not to render 
itself unwinnable. 

However, this doesn’t always matter. 

Since we expect space to be mostly empty, 


Triangles quickly established themselves as the polygon of 
choice for game artists, and with good reason. Even ignoring the 
hardware boost, the games that tried other shapes simply looked 
ridiculous - and none more so than Ecstatica. This 18-rated 
adventure was nasty. It was a brutal, horrific world of pain, torture, 
misery and death, set in a village controlled by the Devil, with 
inverted crucifixions to welcome you into its clutches. And it was 
all rendered in balls — great big blobby balls. No evil monster can 
hope to survive that humiliation. The cover art depicted a hand- 
painted world of menace and brooding horror. In the actual game, 
it just wasn’t going to happen, no matter how many scenes of 
torture the developer tried to include. 
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DEAD GAMING IDEAS * SPECIAL FEATURE 


and then writing the responses accordingly. (Fa a) 
Needless to say, it was especially open to | s < 
Hitch-Hiker’s Guide references and almost any _| Virtual Reality 
form of abuse you could throw its way. 


It isn’t difficult to see why the idea didn’t | | Virtual Reality is a lot like current 3D 


catch on with other adventure games. It was || tech; it’s expensive, immature, gimmicky 
a great inclusion and a fantastic idea, but and gives you a crashing headache. It 
one that largely impeded the action once was huge in the early 1990s, but only 
the novelty had worn off. The 10,000 lines of || as asideshow. You strapped on a very 
recorded dialogue weren't enough to cover heavy helmet and immediately became 


the range of potential options, and the second || immersed in a whole new world. The 
- a character failed to react to something || problems can be best summed up 
Chatterbot Al breathed life into Starship Titanic’s they should have, the effect was broken. A || by the following words: 276 x 372 


eh crew, but didn’t convince anyone else to steal standard, boring dialogue tree may not be resolution, powered by an Amiga 3000, 
oaks very immersive, but neither is it jarring, and || atleast £1 per game. 
Elite could easily create its entire universe ultimately, that’s more important. | There were quite a few games around 


based on a random seed. Minecraft’s world Text adventures are the only genre that still | atthe time, although only a handful are 
compensates for its emptiness by presenting occasionally aims for this level of complexity, || particularly memorable. The main ones 

it as a blank canvas, ready for you to fill with albeit via direct scripting rather than anything | were VTOL, a flight simulator that may | 
interesting content. However, for the most pretending to be Al. The most successful || as well have been renamed ‘You Will | 
part, the experiences that commercial games example is Emily Short’s Galatea - a game || Crash Immediately’, and a simple RPG 
want to offer require a much more structured, centred around simply talking to a living statue. || called Legend Quest. The first was a sit- 
tested approach to level design. The number of responses required to make | down game, while the second had you 


standing in a protective donut, waving 


A standard, boring dialogue tree may not be ur hands round. eA 


Virtual Reality games offered little fun; | 


very immersive, but neither is it jarring, and | cite. a 
ultimately, that’s more important. coche | 


|| trickled down onto desktop PCs. There 


Independent games, on the other hand, even this encounter feel convincing makes | were many problems, though, and few 
have more freedom —- and none show it off it clear as to why no commercial game has || people were willing to invest in virtual | 
better than Derek Yu’s Spelunky. It uses given it a try. Elsewhere, a student project _| reality games. In the arcade, for instance, | 
randomly generated worlds made out of set called Facade tried something even more | you could look down at your virtual hand 
pieces, such as the Snake Pit and the Store, ambitious, featuring a real-time environment | and see it move along with your real one 
and adds layers of challenge as you move with two characters arguing and interacting, || more or less in real time. At home, you 
through its themed worlds and realise the and the player stuck in the middle. It was a | could play a standard game such as 
goals beyond simply punching through the convincing effect to begin with, but one that Doom and have a decent time, but only 


levels. The resulting game combines designer- quickly collapsed. | 
led progression with the bonus of unlimited 


with your shotgun effectively embedded 
|| in your forehead. 


maps, and becomes almost impossibly Real-time Pressure || The appeal quickly wore off. Playing 
addictive. At least until you finally get fed up If Al is one of the tougher challenges that a || games in VR wasn’t convincing, but it 
and quit. narrative-heavy game can tackle, going fully || was often nauseating; your eyes told you 
real-time is one of the toughest sells. On | that you were moving, but your body 

Chatterbot Al paper, it seems like a great idea - take too | | remained firmly stuck in one place. It 
Douglas Adams’ Starship Titanic was largely long to save the kingdom and there won't be || was too expensive and the industry was 
forgettable, except for one amazing feature a kingdom left to save. It makes sense, raises || never particularly behind it, rendering it a 
called Spookitalk — a chatterbot that handled the stakes and increases the pressure. || historical curiosity. Still, at the time, it felt 
your conversations with the ship’s robotic crew. Unfortunately, it also usually saps much of || like The Future. 
Instead of working through dialogue trees the fun out of the game for players. Even in 
or simply selecting options, you keyed in full instances where the time limit is incredibly 
sentences and could shoot the breeze about generous, it’s impossible to forget that it’s 
whatever topic you liked. there, or to not worry that you might be 

At least, that was the idea. In practice, it falling behind, or have forgotten something. 
wasn’t desperately convincing, most questions — The first time you play, you have no 
would simply be met by each robot's version idea how long it’s going to take you to 
of ‘Huh?’, and you quickly hit the limits of accomplish goals, and you don’t have 
what you could do. It helped that any lapses the luxury of actually enjoying whatever 
could be excused by the fact that you were freedom the game mechanics give you. In 


talking to broken or glitchy robots instead of the case of an RPG, that might be hunting 
other people, and that the dialogue was funny —_ around for gold and sub-quests. In an 


enough that you didn’t mind. The areas in adventure, it could be exploration, or the 
ich i i f time to think over a problem and 
which it was successful were mainly due to luxury O i e to ver ap | gs Virtual Reality (e stil used for certain raning | 
the developer gathering enough people in front _ try out different ways to resolve it. || programs, but has been largely forgotteniin 
of the system before release to form a good Almost without exception, every game | ( gaming circles. 


idea of what consumers were going to type, that has offered time-pressure or real-time SIT 
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Ah. Sweet, sweet FMV. 


‘Schloss Rav TOE 


challenges has dropped the idea almost 
immediately. System Shock gave you just six 
hours (which basically impossible if you didn’t 
already know the game backwards), while the 
sequel had none. Prince of Persia gave you 
an hour to complete the entire game, while 
its sequels gave you as long as you needed. 
Fallout was built around a desperate race 
against time to repair your nuclear bunker, 
and the sequel simply pretended you were 
under pressure by constantly sending you 
messages to hurry but which were ultimately 


Hitman: Blood » 
Money sets up { 
short plays for you & 
to manipulate. And 
targets to shoot. 


meaningless. It proved unnerving if you didn’t 
know there wasn't a limit, and incredibly 
annoying if you did, but at least the game 
never came to a close. 

Only two games have really stood out as 
making real-time action fun for both hardcore 
and regular players alike. The Last Express 
achieved it for adventure gaming by being 
largely an atmosphere piece, with the option 
to rewind time at any point. This meant that 
missing something wasn’t a problem, and you 
could play at your leisure while still enjoying 
the other characters going about their lives. 
More recently, Hitman: Blood Money designed 
its levels so that the best route through each 
mission usually involved being at the right 
place at the right time. For instance, taking 
a sniper shot at a target on a stage, synced 
with a prop gun being fired at him, but there’s 
always another route, such as running in with 
a machine gun. You might not receive full 
points, but you'll kill a lot of innocent people, 

so that’s okay. 


Full motion video 
For a while, FMV was the cutting edge of 
gaming, making bad actors, poor direction, 
cheap effects, awful scripts and blue- 
screens seem like The Future. Thankfully, 
it didn’t last long. FMV was expensive to 
produce - Wing Commander 4 clocked 
in at an incredible $12 million, mostly due 
to having to build the sets. They rarely 
looked very good (although a few games, 
such as Tex Murphy, Gabriel Knight, and 
the aforementioned Wing Commander 
series made it work well) and offered 
precious few gameplay opportunities. 
As soon as polygon characters became 
good enough to act instead of just 
staring at each other while a sound 
file played, FMV became history. 
Mostly history, anyway. FMV 
still hangs around in one common 
form — pre-rendered cut-scenes to 
handle exciting events or animation 


DEAD GAMING IDEAS 


| Always Unpopular 


Some ideas that will simply never work... 


TEXT TO SPEECH 


| 
| 
| AS SEEN IN: Maupiti Island | 
| 


| GOOD THING: Every character | | 
| can talk out loud! | | 


| = BAD THING: They all sound like 
er 
the same robot. 


CO-OP ADVENTURING | 


AS SEEN IN: Neverwinter Nights 


| GOOD THING: Story and | 
| U puzzling fun with friends! | | 


| § 0) BAD THING: One smart-arse 
|) ff will always ruin it. 


_ AUTOSTEREOGRAMS 
|| AS SEEN IN: Magic Carpet | 


| GOOD THING: 3D without the 
|| Uae glasses, Magic Eye style! | 


iS BAD THING: The worst 
of 


migraines in the history of pain. | | 


BI-NEURAL BEATS 
AS SEEN IN: Bejewelled III 


nae GOOD THING: Positive mental 
| reinforcement while you play! 


S005) BAD THING: It's a load of 
r a codswallop. Probably. 


be an al 


subtlety that action game engines can’t handle 
in real-time. However, actual actors in front 

of blue-screens are very much a thing of the 
past. Only Command and Conquer, and a few 
adventures such as Conspiracies and Fate By 
Numbers really still use them, and even then, 
it’s very much a legacy nod for fans of those 
older games. 

Despite their many weaknesses, which 
ultimately resulted in the words ‘interactive 
movie’ being banned forever, FMV games 
have a certain nostalgic appeal about 
them. They were often funny, intentionally 
or otherwise, and they served an important 
purpose in the industry's development. Getting 
caught by the Hollywood bug was a necessary 
step for gaming to take, if only to realise that 
we could go our own way, and we had the 
ability to create far better experiences for 
players by doing so. 
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Premium Resellers 


Online NSW VIC QLD WA 
Mwave 1300727446 mwave.com.au J&W Comp 02 9648 4116 CPL 03 8542 8688 Computer 0734213200 Austin 08 9201 2788 
PCCG 03 95510889 pccasegear.com.au OrangeIT 0292818982 MSY 03 9560 2288 Alliance MSY 08 9344 1002 
Tech Buy 02 9648 1816 techbuy.com.au MSY 02 9648 4116 Nexus 03 9663 9988 Gamedude 07 3387 1531 SA 
Umart 0733693928 umart.com.au PC DIY 02 9648 1001 PCDIY 0390779811 MSY 07 3217 9070 MSY 08 8212 1656 
IJK 02 9745 0877 ijk.com.au PC LAN 02 9649 3288 Scorptec 1300 726770 Umart 07 3369 3928 PCDIY 08 8410 0446 


Define R3 ¢ Arctic White Define Mini Arc Midi Tower 
Limited Edition Micro ATX Mini-ITX/Micro ATX 


Fractal Design provides products with an extraordinary design level, uncompromising quality, functionality and 
value. Fractal Design answers the call for appealing design for your computing needs. Our main product areas are 
computer cases, power supplies, cooling and media centre produts. Using the tried and teseted concepts in 
Scandinavian design theory, “Less is More’, our products all have a minimalistic, yet striking design. 


SILENT SERIES 20MM 


ALENT SERIES } 


Available EXCLUSIVELY from: WWwW.anyware.com.au/fractaldesign 
PH: 1300 269 927 


Anyware is a wholesaler and does not sell direct to public. The above products can be purchased from most 
COMPUTER ACCESSORIES independent computer dealers throughout Australia. Call the number above for your nearest reseller. 
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Voice control 1 


| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 


There’s nothing like firing 
phasers like a real Captain. 1] 


| Target snieids EA 


{| 1} 

1 | 

| a | 

| g | 

| | 

| Back in 1997, Bill Gates claimed that game situation. No conversion program || 

| within ten years, we’d have perfect does a great job with accents from | 

|| speech recognition and it would be a around the world. Voice controls are || 

|| standard part of computer interfaces. much slower than simply clicking an icon || 

|| Needless to say, that hasn’t happened — or handing out an order. There’s nothing | 

| but anumber of games have attempted more frustrating than simply being | 

The console PC | to pull it off, with variable success. ignored by your character when things 

As impossible as it seems now, the PC wasn’t | The most ambitious remains Konami’s are going wrong. Finally, controlling || 
always the undisputed king of gaming. In the | | Lifeline, a PS2 game that was entirely a game by yelling ‘FIRE! FIRE! LEFT! | 
early 1990s, before Doom changed the world, || controlled by microphone. On the PC, SHOOT THAT! DIE! DIE! DIE! until the || 
you still needed a console to really enjoy the | Tom Clancy’s EndWar gave it a brave try, early hours is something you can only \| 
latest arcade and action games - unless, of | as did Star Trek: Bridge Commander. It’s get away with if you live alone or have 1} 
course, you thought outside the box. Both | never really worked, though, for a few the luxury of gaming in a soundproof | 
Amstrad and IBM produced PCs that could | | key reasons. Even assuming excellent booth. Even if the core technology works | 
play Mega Drive/Genesis games — the || speech processing, calm and clear perfectly, you’ll probably be lynched by | 
MegaPC and SEGA TeraDrive respectively, | orders aren’t the hallmark of an exciting Level 3. 


released in 1993 and 1991. Both sold \ eeED SISA eR A, SUaNE 
reasonably well, though neither took the world 
by storm, which was mostly due to being very 
expensive for what was basically just a PC 
with Mega Drive components in the case (the 
two platforms didn’t actually interact, they just 
shared living space). Still, the idea was at least 
compelling before the days of easy software 
emulation. 

And then there was the 3DO Blaster. This 
was a dedicated ISA expansion card that 
could install in your PC and let you play 
amazing 3DO exclusive games. It might have 
been more successful had the 3DO itself 
actually taken the world by storm. Instead, it 
was the last attempt to turn your PC into a 
virtual time-share, until Bleem showed up — an 
emulator designed to let you play PlayStation 
games from the comfort of Windows. This 
was pretty popular, despite many compatibility 
issues, until it inevitably fell foul of the lawyers. 

Emulation continues, of course, but aside 
from a few packs of Spectrum games and 
similar retro fare, it was officially dead on the 
shelves. Pity. Just think of all those Xbox and 
Eee a PS3 games we could be playing in high- 

The Amstrad Mega PC was bad in 1991 and looks even worse now. resolution, with anti-aliasing and everything. (6 
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All Stinger GOLD systems go through 
extreme testing, and are handcrafted to perfection. 
The Stinger GOLD isa high end gaming 

machine perfect for any hard-core enthusiast. 


~ 


HANDCRAFTED 
To 


‘PERFECTION 
ORPION TECHNOLOGY. 


Intel Core i7 2600K (Up to 4.2GHz!) 
Gigabyte UD7 Z68X Chipset 
Corsair 16GB Kit (4x4GB) 1600MHz DDR3 
2x Gainward GeForce GTX570, 1280MB GDDR5 
Corsair 128GB Performance 3 Series SSD 
Western Digital 2TB Caviar Black 
LG Blu-Ray Burner, HD Audio, GB LAN 
Antec Dark Fleet DF-85 Gaming Case 
Corsair 1000W PSU 
Corsair Hydro Series H70 CPU Cooler 
Windows 7 Home Premium 64 bit 


(intel) inside™ G l G A BY T E : 


CORE i7 


om CORSAIR® 


WWW . Ss Cc Oo rpte Cc . Cc Oo m . a u Pho ne: 130 0 726 77 Oe. Excepted - All Rights and Trademarks are property of their respective owners 
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f you're reading this magazine in order, from 

front cover to back, we suggest you take a little 
detour into the gaming section now and have a 
quick peek at our massive three-screen gaming 
feature. It's the perfect thing to get you in the 
mood for our review of the Samsung MD230X3 — 
a three-screen display system that may just signal 
a whole new gaming future for all. 


ius 
ava 


Or you could just keep plowing through our 
fine little publication in your usual linear fashion, 
gobbling up a trio of motherboards, hitting the 
aforementioned MD230X8, and moving right 
along to a selection of peripherals and spanky 
new cases, before finally arriving at a fancy 
gaming laptop and our world-famous Kitlog 
section. Either or. 


5 


\\ HARDWARE 


JVWWAK 


‘NEWS, REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


MOTHERBOARDS 

ASUS Rampage III Black edition 
Asrock 890FX Deluxe 5 

ASUS Sabretooth P67 


DISPLAY 
Samsung MD230X3 


PERIPHERALS 

Cyberkart racing simulator 

Tt eSports Element Black 

Tt eSports Shock Spin headset 
Mionix Naos 5000 

CM Storm Sentinel Zero-G 
Mionix Propus 380 mousepad 


CASES 
CM Storm Tactics Enforcer 
BitFenix Shinobi 


NOTEBOOK 
MSI GE620 


KITLOG 
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HOW WE TEST. ty 


HOW WE TEST 


W° do a lot of testing in our labs, and we look long and hard at every piece 
of hardware to determine whether or not it passes muster. From taking a 
new card out of its packaging, to bundled extras, to performance, every facet 
of a given piece of kit's ‘user experience’ is under scrutiny. 

In some instances, we have tough benchmarks to help us rate gear. For a CPU 
or a graphics card, raw performance is, of course, the most vital stat as whether it 
stinks or smells like roses, as well as the ability to overclock well. But there are other 
things we pay attention to in the review process. 

Value for money is an important consideration, especially in the current 
financial climate. High end gear is expensive enough as it is, So we look for 
good bundles. For instance, a graphics card that comes with a game or two, 
all the cabling you'll need, and little surprises like tools and other bumpf will 
score higher than a card that costs similar, but doesn't give you any presents. 

Build quality is another thing we rate. From a PC case to a motherboard, we 
like our hardware well-made and capable of a taking a bit of punishment. We 
also like any included manuals to be clear and concise. 

A lot of what we look for can be hard to put into numbers, we admit, but we 
try to think about what any enthusiast would think about their new gear after 
laying down money for it, installing it, and then using it. 

And our benchmarks help, too. We've picked a suite of games and 
applications that anyone can get access too, so that you — the reader —- can 
easily compare your own gear with the kit we have in each issue. In fact, we’d 
recommend to all our readers that they run all of these tests on their systems 
and save the results, So you can always have a familiar benchmark of your 
own to compare to the latest gear in Atomic. 


Our shiny Alienware-powered Gaming Lab, where we 
do most of our game reviewing and peipheral testing. 
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ASUS Rampage III Black Edition 


Calling all audiophiles, gamers, and pro-overclockers. Sy 


Street Price $649 Supplier ASUS 
Website http://www.asus.com.au/ 
Specifications Socket 1366; X58 chipset; EATX form 

factor; 4 x PCI-e x16 (2 x 16x, 2 x 8x electrically); 2 x PCI-e 
1x; 6 x SATA2, 2 x SATA3; DDR3-2200 


| ntel’s upmarket X58 platform may be getting 
long in the tooth, but you wouldn't know it 

th all the fancy boards being thrown at us of 
late. ASUS’ latest offering, the Rampage Ill Black 
Edition ROG board, is targeted at hybrid gamer/ 


Wi 


(= 


audiophile/professional-overclocker/wealthy 
types. Yep, all two of you! 

The ‘OC Zone’ is what attracts us to this 
particular calibre of motherboard. Switches 
to turn off individual PCl-e 16x buses provide 
a handy method of debugging error-prone 
multi-GPU setups, while the debug display > 
assists troubleshooting. A small set of circuit a 5, 4 greeted with 1.472v idle (a small vDrop) and 


nodes named ‘Probelt’ are supplied to manually 1.416v load. The vDroop was high, but expected. 
measure the numerous voltages associated Enabling 50 per cent LLC raised the voltage to 
with a successful overclock, including vCore 1.456v under load, and 100 per cent overshot 
and CPU PLL. An ‘LN2 Mode’ switch treats the It's got a Gigabit LAN port too, connected to a the mark slightly at 1.496v. 
causes of the infamous ‘cold bug’, and there's Bigfoot Killer E2100 chip. We managed to get 4.66GHz stable at this 
also the ever handy power/reset buttons. Connectivity on the Rampage Ill Black Edition —_ voltage, but struggled to get the CPU stable 
The X58 chipset provides 36 lanes of PCl-e is adequate, providing seven USB2.0, two at our known working limit of 4.8GHz. We're 
2.0 bandwidth, and as such, this board can USB3.0, a combined PS/2 port, 8-channel audio —_ certain the motherboard can push the processor 
run quad SLI/Crossfire in an 8x/8x/8x/8x connections (utilising the SupremeFX X-Fi 2), two __ further, however the sheer array of options often 
configuration. Naturally, running a single or eSATA ports and an Intel Gigabit port. makes the process difficult. This motherboard is 
dual card configuration will use the full 16x slot The bundle provided with the Rampage is definitely aimed at the extreme tinkerer. 
capability on each. second to none. Two Wi-Fi antenna are part of Although we didn’t hit our 4.8GHz goal set on 
Audio has become a big selling point, so this the package, as well as a 3-way SLI bridge, an the G1.Assassin, we did test at 4GHz to do a 
board provides two audio solutions! The first SLI cable, CrossFire cable, Q-Connector, three direct comparison. PiFast, single-thread wPrime, 
is an onboard SupremeFX X-Fi 2, which is a thermal sensor probes, Northbridge fan, an array | Cinebench, and Everest tests all performed 
definite step-up from your typical Realtek chip. of SATA cables, ROG connect cable, a large better on the Rampage. 
However, why settle for better when you can get = ROG sticker, and a few other goodies. We like the quality external sound solution, 
the best? ASUS has bundled a PCI-e add-on Even with all these perks, performance is the onboard enthusiast features, and the overall 
card, the ‘ThunderBolt’. This card is no gimmick; _ where it all counts. The Rampage is a complex build of this board. The price is disheartening, 
it features an ASUS AV100 audio chipset, the beast. You won't see EFI on this board, it’s old but if you’re looking to purchase Wi-Fi/Bluetooth, 
same found on their Xonar and Essence range school BIOS all the way. external audio, and Killer NIC separately, you 
of audio equipment. This can emulate EAX and a Our 990X was conscripted to test the board. may find this quite a good deal. ( re 


multitude of Dolby technologies, while providing We started with LLC off, and set the voltage to 
avery clean 116db SNR (sound to noise ratio). 1.481v in the BIOS. We settled with 133 x 35 
The connectivity is limited to line in, and an as our configuration, netting us 4.66GHz. Upon 
amplified line out, via 3.5mm TRS connectors. entering Windows and firing up CPU-z, we were 
ASUS fouled Ml Black Edition 


Tntel 990X 133x35; DDR3-1600 133x35;DDR3-1866 — 133x32;DDR3- 
9-9-9-24 10-10-10-24 186610-10-10-24 


18.41s 18.39s 20.09s 


Performance 


Requires much fiddling » = =) 
to achieve results. 


Value TAG } 
How much?! VA @ | 


Features 


PiFast 
wPrime 32M - single thread 27.876s 27.8778 30.485s 
wPrime 32M -multi-thread (HT on) 3.792s (7.35x efficiency) | 3.774s (7.39x) 4,305s (7.08x) 
CineBench R10 64bit -single thread 6578 6616 6068 | FEES ese Batik 
CineBenchRIO64bit-multi-thread(HTon) | 36574 (5.56x efficiency) | 36529 (5.52x) 34128 (5.62x) Ree 

Everest Read 14923MB/s 15356MB/s 15215MB/s 
Everest Write 13290MB/s 13292MB/s 13159MB/s 


54.5ns 


54ns 


Everest Latency 54.7ns 
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CPU Benchmarks: | 


Hexus PiFast 

http://pifast.hexus.net/pifast.php 

PiFast is a program that essentially calculates pi to a set amount 
of decimal places. It is a single-threaded application (one core/ 
thread) and we run it at ten million places (10, 000, 000) using the 
Chudnovsky method, in the standard mode with no compression, 
and a FFT length of 1024kb. The program is free, so grab it and 
run it on your CPU. Memory bandwidth plays a significant role in 
the final performance of this program, so be sure you bump up 
the frequency as well as the CPU clock! 


wPrime 
http://www.wprime.net/ 

“wPrime uses a recursive call of Newton's method for estimating 
functions”, says the website as it attempts to explain in plain 
English what it does. What it does do is, essentially, complex 
square rooting and other number functions, which are able to be 
split up evenly between multiple cores, or simply run on a single 
core. We use wPrime 32M in both single and multi-threaded runs. 
The results of the single run are divided by the results of the multi 
run, and this gives us the efficiency of the CPU being tested — very 
useful knowledge to have when comparing chips and evaluating 
the benefits of overclocking. 


~ GPU Benchmarks: | 


Crysis 

http://www.ea.com/crysis/ 

Crysis is one of those games that can scale from Average Joe's 
rig all the way to the beastly Dream PC in Kitlog; but due to recent 
graphics card releases we needed to bump it up a notch. Our 
testing now uses a standardised timedemo run, with all settings 
on high at a resolution of 2560 x 1600. While we can’t run any 
antialiasing at this res and still get playable framerates on most 
cards, it’s still more than enough to really give cards the workout 
they truly deserve. 


Lost Planet 2 

http://www.lostplanet2game.com/ 

Lost Planet 2 from CAPCOM may not have been a big seller, but 
its technology is a great implementation of DirectX 11 in version 
2.0 of Capcom's existing MT-Framework game engine. It forms 
part of the atomic benchmarking suite due to its use of tessellation 
and other features in an actual game setting. Our tests use the 
freely available benchmark version of Lost Planet 2 and are run 
fullscreen at 1920 x 1200 with 8x antialiasing and 8x anisotropic 
filtering. Tessellation is set to Maximum and all the other settings 
cranked right up. Results are given in frames per second. 
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HOW WE TEST 


Cinebench RIO x64 


http://www.maxon.net/pages/download/cinebench_e.html 
Cinebench is a stalwart benchmark, and is one of the more 
entertaining ones to watch. It focuses on rendering an image at 

800 x 600 resolution, complete with ray-traced light effects and 
much more. It can be run in either singlethreaded or multithreaded 
mode, and efficiency is calculated the same way as for wPrime. The 
program also supports up to 16 threads in total, and even eight 
threads with Nehalem is an impressive sight to see. The difference 
in performance between 32- and 64-bit is minimal — just keep that 
in mind if your results for the same setup are slightly different. 


Everest Ultimate Edition 

http://www. lavalys.com/ 

Everest is a system information tool that monitors voltage, 
temperature, as well as reporting on a massive list of other areas of 
your system. Hardware and software are noted here, but perhaps 
the most useful part of this program is the memory benchmarks. 
Ready for the fastest of dual/tri-channel memory, this tests the read 
and write bandwidth as well as latency. The program is a small 
download, but keep in mind that you only get a thirty day trial until 
you purchase the full version — something recommended if you’re 
into getting the most info about what your tech is up to. 


Unigine Heaven 2.1 
http://unigine.com/products/heaven/ 

A synthetic benchmark built specifically to harness the latest and 
most demanding features of DirectX 11, Heaven is one of the best 
ways to test a card's tessellation capabilities. With a built-in timed 
run around a fully realised world, this benchmark taxes cards 
significantly and puts them under serious stresses. We test at a 
resolution of 1920 x 1200 using 8x MSAA and 8x AF, completing 
two runs of the built-in benchmark. The first run is with tessellation 
set to ‘extreme’; the other ‘none’. This highlights how well the 
cards can handle DirectX11 features and what they'll be like in a 
game that doesn’t use the effect. 


3D Mark Tl 

http://www.3dmark.com/3dmark11/ 

It really wasn’t that long ago that we were introducing readers 
to 8DMark Vantage, but the relentless pace of hardware creep 
has led to a whole new benchmark, 3DMark11. Designed to 
measure a PC’s gaming performance this latest version makes 
extensive use of all the new features in DirectX 11 including 
tessellation, compute shaders and multi-threading. We test 
using the Extreme preset, which runs at 1920 x 1080(p); this 
is designed to push even high-end systems, so we feel it’s 
indicative of exactly the loads Atomicans expect from their 
gaming rigs. 
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ASRock 890FX Deluxe 5 


ASRock readies for Bulldozer action. 


Street Price $206 Supplier ASRock 
Website http://www.asrock.com/ 


Specifications Socket AM3+; 890FX chipset; ATX form 
factor; 3 x PCI-e x16 (2 x 16x, 1 x 4x electrically); 1x PCI-e 
1x; 2 x PCI; 8 x SATA3; DDR3-1866 


[| has come to our attention that yes, AMD 

do still exist. You'd be forgiven for thinking 
otherwise; Intel’s dominance in the market 

feels like forever in the fast moving world of 
tech. While AMD's current Phenom II range is 
no slouch, it’s a generation late to the party. So 
why buy an AMD motherboard? AMD has been 
good with backward compatibility. The ASRock 
890FX Deluxe 5 features an AM3+ socket which 
supports both Athlon II/Phenom II and the 
upcoming Bulldozer parts! Not a bad deal for the 
AMD fanbase. 

The Deluxe 5 has all the usual extras such 
as a debug display, power and reset buttons, 
without going overboard with features most 
enthusiasts ignore (Sorry superfluous power 
saving features). 

AMD's finest chipset, the 890FX, is at the 
heart of the board, which provides 32 lanes of 
PCl-e 2.0 bandwidth. ASRock has provided 
three PCl-e 16x slots, however only one is 
16x electrically, the other two are 8x and 4x 
respectively. Essentially, you're limited to a 
maximum of two cards in Crossfire, even though 
it is technically possible to run three (but at 4x on 
the third, it’s not worth it). 

Connectivity-wise, the board is blessed with 
six SATA ports powered by the AMD SB850 
southbridge, and another two via a Marvel 
SE9120 controller. Eight USB ports adorn the 
/O panel, two of which are USB3.0. A single 
FireWire, 6Gb/s eSATA, and 7.1 channel audio 
ports are also included. 

An interesting inclusion is the front USB3.0 
panel, which doubles as an SSD mount point. 

It can also be pulled apart and reassembled so 
that it can be attached to an expansion slot! 

A small fan is supplied which can be attached 
to the MOSFET heatsink once the metal ‘5’ 


ASRock 890FX Deluxe 5 
enomilX4980 


26.238 


PiFast 


wPrime 32M- single thread 34.039s 


wPrime 32M - multi-thread 
CineBench R10 64bit - single thread 
CineBench R10 64bit - multi-thread 


4876 


10562MB/s 
9129MB/s 
42.2ns 


Everest Read 


Everest Write 


Everest Latency 
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210x20;DDR16808-8-8-24 — 210x20;DDR3-1680; 


8.814s (3.86x efficiency) 


18021 (8.7x efficiency) 


logo is removed. We didn’t feel this fan was 
necessary, but it’s nice that it was offered as part 
of the bundle. This heatsink is quite tall; attaching 
a Thermalright Ultra 120 was a very tight fit! 

To test overclocking performance, we 
searched long and hard for a worthy AMD chip, 
only to settle on the one and only Phenom |! 

X4 980. It looked so innocent in its little green 
container, protected by soft foam to protect its 
precious pins. So we slammed a TRUE on it and 
got it to pull its weight! 

Our first port of call was to attempt a 4GHz 
clock rate from stock of 3.7GHz. We set memory 
to 8-8-8-24 and an 8x multiplier, with the stock 
200MHz bus rate and a 20x CPU multiplier. We 
started with 1.4v and the maximum half LLC 
option. This was unstable, and for good reason 
too, the vDroop was massive, with idle voltage 
reported as 1.376v, and load at 1.336v. For LLC, 
there wasn’t much calibration happening! 

We soldiered on and raised the voltage until 
we found a stable setting - 1.45v. Under load, 
the vDroop continued to take effect, with an 
effective voltage of 1.38v. 


200x20; DDR3-1600 
8-8-8-24 


27,758 
36.426s 


8-8-7-20 

26s 

34.677s 
8.814s (3.93x) 
4892 

17923 (3.66x) 
10660MB/s 
9126MBs 
41.9ns 


9.205s (3.96x) 
4597 

16902 (3.68x) 
8954MB/s 
6832MB/s 
49.4ns 


Raising the clock rate hit a brick 
wall at 4.2 GHz. We didn’t have luck 
achieving this with the unlocked multiplier (20x 
was the most stable), so had to bump up the 
bus rate to 210MHz. 4.2GHz at 1.5125v was 
the final result, with an effective voltage of 1.424v 
under load. 

While the large vDroop is concerning, in most 
situations it can be rectified by raising the voltage 
further in the BIOS. 

Speaking of the BIOS, the ASRock board 
uses an AMI uEFI similar to that on ASUS 
boards. It functions and looks similar, without 
some of the fancy extras such as EZ-Mode. It’s 
also interesting to note that at no point did we 
have to use the provided CMOS reset button 
on the I/O panel. Simply hitting restart twice 
was enough for the motherboard to get its act 
together without us losing all our settings! In 
addition, the motherboard has profile slots in 
order to save settings. 

To have a high-end board at this price point is 
a great sign —- we certainly wouldn’t mind running 
one of these boards; now to see what AMD's 
Bulldozer range brings to the table! @ve 
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Performance 
| 
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Large vDroop/ 
vDrop, decent OC. 


Value 
Cheap enthusiast kit, 
Bulldozer support! 


Features 


Overall 


A quality product 
with a large upgrade path. 


HARDWARE 4 


Comes with flame retardant suit! 


Street Price $260 Supplier ASUS 
Website http://www.asus.com.au/ 


Specifications Socket 1155; P67 chipset; ATX form 
factor; 2 x PCI-e x16 (1 x 16x, 1x 8x electrically); 
3 xPCl-e 1x; 1x PCI; 4 x SATA2, 4 x SATA3; DDR3-1866 


a big cat ASUS has gone hunting for 
reputation amongst the P67 fan base, 
serving up a clawful of tech with its new 
Sabertooth motherboard. An enthusiast board 
which doesn’t break the bank is a highly sought 
after beast, particularly when the platform is 
aimed at the mainstream market. It’s part of what 
ASUS calls the ‘TUF’ (The Ultimate Force) series, 
which, and we quote “delivers a ‘tough’ image”. 
We guess that with the weight of modern 
motherboards, you could get away with using 

it as a breastplate with some success — and 

it does have an advantage over your average 
board - heat armour! 


I'm sorry, did 
| just read armour?! 


Precisely. Differentiation within the motherboard 
market is becoming increasingly difficult, so what 
better way to turn heads than putting a plastic 
cover over the entire motherboard, sticking a 
small fan in it, and throwing in a few buzzwords. 
The main premise is that it shields the 
motherboard from the intensive heat generated 
by internal components such as your graphics 
cards and CPU. It’s a black plastic plate with a 
block pattern, and we admit, we’re a fan of the 
refreshingly clean look. 

Initially, we thought it was an awfully elaborate 
way to add a superfluous noise source, and 
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curiously, the fan isn’t actually included! There's 
also the issue of dust being collected under the 
shielding, which we decided we’re going to test 
using nothing other than fine flour, a sifter, and 
a case full of unwilling components prepared to 
make the ultimate sacrifice. Keep a look out for 
the results! 


Performance 
to tackle the kings 


We inserted our abused Intel i7 2600K into 

the motherboard for some good ol’ fashioned 
overclocking. We know from previous attempts 
that this chip can hit 5GHz stable at 1.45v. This 


motherboard comes with an EFI version capable 
of CPU PLL overvoltage, so we launched 
straight into action and threw the clock rate up 
to 5GHz. The voltage was set to 1.45v with 
‘Very High’ LLC. Prime95 blend test was happy 
with that, and CPU-z reported a load voltage of 
1.44y, and idle of 1.455v. Not bad. We then tried 
‘Extreme’ LLC and noticed an overly enthusiastic 
jump from 1.45v to 1.496v under load — ouch! 
Unfortunately, we couldn't get the board stable 
at 5.1GHz without heading into permanent 
damage territory. 

We've seen what the mighty Maximus IV 
Extreme and P67-UD7 can do, so can a lowly 
midrange board compete in the same space? 
Our benchmarks say so, with results showing 
similar results to the significantly more expensive 
Maximus. We noticed that memory latency took 
a large hit (about 10ns), but throughput is better 
overall. It’s a tradeoff we’re willing to accept 
given the price of the board. 


Play your cards right 

The Sabertooth is your typical P67 motherboard; 
it’s limited by its PCl-e bandwidth and 
subsequently, constricted to single and dual 
card setups. There’s no Nvidia NF200 to prop 
up PCl-e bandwidth and add support for triple/ 
quad card setups unlike some of the premium 
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boards, which explains why only two 16x PCl-e 
slots are provided (each running at 8x effectively). 
This isn’t really an issue unless you feel the 

need to run exuberant multi-card set-ups with 
diminishing returns on investment. That being 
said, you can still run two dual-core GPUs in 
either Crossfire or SLI mode. 

Our legacy friend the 33.33MHz PCI slot has 
reared its ugly head once again, for those who 
still have old Wi-Fi cards and other assorted 
peripherals. Three PCl-e 1x slots are provided for 
the modern alternatives. 

Connectivity is your standard affair, with two 
NEC powered USB3.0 ports on the I/O panel 
(and 2 motherboard headers), eight USB2.0 (and 
six motherboard headers), IEEE 1394 (FireWire), 
a red SATA and green eSATA port (each 3Gb/s) 
and a single Gigabit LAN port. Plus the usual 
Realtek powered S/PDIF and 8-channel 
audio output. 

Accessories include two SATA3 and two 
SATA2 cables, SLI bridge, and a Q-connector 


ASUS Sabertooth P67 


9-9-9-24 
PiFast 14.718 
wPrime 32M - single thread . 27.909s 
wPrime 32M - multi-thread 
CineBench R10 64bit - single thread 


CineBench R10 64bit - multi-thread 


8489 


25172MB/s 
25426MB/s 


Everest Read 


Everest Write 
35.7ns 


Everest Latency 
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at (00x50; DDR3-2133 


7.4118 (3.77x efficiency) 


29858 (3.52x efficiency) 


MOTHERBOARD 


a fancy little adapter to make inserting 
hose annoying case switches/lights into the 
motherboard easier). 
ASUS's handy MemOK technology has been 
implemented, too. If you've been a little too 
enthusiastic during memory tweaking and your 
motherboard refuses to boot, a little LED will 
ight up to alert you of a problem. The provided 
emOK button will change your memory 
settings to regain stability, thereby allowing you 
© re-enter EFI setup to try again. Memory 
boot issues irritate us greatly, so this feature is 
most welcome. 

We greatly miss the debug display, and 
onboard on/reset switches. They make 
benchmarking that little bit easier. We didn’t 
really expect them on a motherboard at this 
price range, but we can always dream! On 
a lighter note, the board layout is great, and 
despite the small ATX form factor, massive air 
coolers will fit provided you use two of the four 
available memory slots. 


100x50; DDR3-1866 
9-9-9-24 


14.78s 


100x35; DDR3-2133 
9-9-9-24 


20.87s 
27.92s 

7.318 (8.82x) 
8342 

29408 (3.52x) 
22607MB/s 
24839MB/s 
39.6ns 


39.875s 
10.062s (3.96x) 
5692 

20835 (3.73x) 
21820MB/s 
18671MB/s 
39.2ns 


\ HARDWARE 


A phase 
we're going through 


More phases equates to added efficiency and 
greater capacity to provide clean power. The 
Sabertooth P67 has 8+2 phases, which is plenty 


for a good overclock — and our results don’t 
disagree! It may not match the 16+ phases of 
the premium boards, however it’s not about 
the number of phases when it comes to real- 
world performance, it’s about the quality of the 
components that make them up. So, how’s 
the quality? Military grade, we’re told. There's 
even a ‘Certificate of Reliability’ with a checklist 
of the tests run on the capacitors, chokes, and 
MOSFETs. Rest assured that this particular 
motherboard is a perfectly capable, well priced, 
piece of kit. (G) VC 


Performance 
Overclocks perfectly. 
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no 50mm fan! 
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A tough, well-priced 
little performer. 


HARDWARE 


~ Samsung MD230X3 


Three-screen gaming is meant to be a luxury, not a premium. 


Street Price $2200 


Supplier Samsung 
Website www.samsung.com.au 


Specifications IPS TFT; 1,586 x 
536 x 307mm (W x DxH); Colour: 
Black; 3 x DVI, 3 x DisplayPort, 3 x 
D-Sub; Viewable screen size: 6lin or 
lin; 5,760 x 1,080 or 1,920 x 3,240; 
Contrast ratio: 150,000:1 (dynamic), 
3,000:1 (static); Brightness: 300cd/ 
m2; Response time: 8ms. 


TT” arrival of Samsung's MD230XS three- 
screen kit coincided nicely with our 10-page 
analysis of triple-screen gaming (see p68). We 
liked AMD's Eyefinity technology when we played 
with it in the past, so when we heard that the 
MD230X3 was available, we duly offered our 
grandmothers in return for a review sample. 
Samsung graciously refused the offer, so it looks 
as if we'll have to stump up for that retirement 
home placement after all. 

With their slim 10mm bezels and rare 
DisplayPort inputs, the three 23in 1,920 x 1,080, 
IPS-based screens of the MD230X3 seem ideal 
for Eyefinity gaming. It's odd, then, that Samsung 
is pitching this kit as a professional display ‘for 
ultimate multi-tasking’. On paper, it looks custom 
made for Eyefinity gaming. 

A single height-adjustable stand supports all 
three screens. The two side screens hang from 
the middle one by a pair of cunning hinges that 
allow the side screens to fold inwards by roughly 
25 degrees. This ensures that the screens are 
level, and that the bezels are always touching to 
minimise the gaps where the screens join. Each 
hinge requires four screws — two for the centre 
screen and two for the side screens — but as the 
bezels of the screens are metal, the fit is pretty 
sturdy. There are sufficient screw holes on the 
back of each screen to place it in landscape 
or portrait orientation. However, the bezels are 
made from several pieces of metal rather than 
solid sheets; if you push a side screen back 
against the centre screen, you force elements of 
the bezels to split apart worryingly. 

The raw, industrial finish of the bezels also 
leaves a lot to be desired — bezels are usually 
smooth and clean. Samsung tries to alleviate 
this by supplying two magnetic metal strips that 
attach to the ends of a three-screen landscape 
assembly. However, this is a poor substitute for 
a genuine finish - especially if you use a portrait 
setup — and still leaves the screens’ ugly tops 
exposed. 

At least Samsung has put some effort into 
making the MD230X3 easy to live with. The 
stand fits comfortably on a desk, despite the 55 
x 30cm (W x D) footprint and combined weight 
of 24kg. It requires only one power input; both 
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the single power cable and USB remote control 
are daisy-chained between the three screens. 
The remote allows you to switch on all three 
screens at once and control their image quality 
simultaneously. Without this feature, we'd be 
constantly pressing buttons on each screen, 
even after we’d set them up. The remote can 
also control each screen individually. 

With daisy-chained power and USB cables, as 
well as the three display cables (DVI and D-Sub 
are present as well as DisplayPort), there are a 
lot of cables behind the wall of pixels. Samsung 
provides only a few cable ties to deal with these, 
which is disappointing as there's a shortage of 
places to which to secure them. Most frustrating 
of all was the fact that, while the kit comes with a 
DVI and a DisplayPort cable for each screen, the 
latter doesn’t use the mini-DisplayPort connector 
that a Radeon graphics card accepts. As a 
result, you'll need several adaptors. 

In our tests, we found the MD230X3's colours 
rich and vibrant thanks to the underlying IPS pixel 
technology and static 3,000:1 contrast ratio. We 
tweaked the colour balance a little to achieve the 
best effect, while also turning off the dynamic 
contrast and MagicColor and choosing the 
Normal colour temperature setting. In the end 
we settled for red at 57, green at 54 and blue at 
57. We ignored the gimmicky Color Tone feature, 
as we saw no need to make our display sepia 
or greyscale. When we loaded our test images, 
we saw plenty of detail in the shadows thanks 
to the generous contrast range. The 300cd/m2 
brightness combined with the accurate, vivid 
colours to bring images to life. 

The quoted 8ms response time seems rather 
optimistic, though, as we saw pronounced 
smearing and ghosting around moving objects. 


The pixel response time was so poor that 
watching scenes full of motion made us feel as 
if we were drunk. This was also the case with 
games, where the screens lacked the pixel- 
sharp look of other IPS-based displays we've 
seen. Dull-looking TN panels are sharper still, 
and there are plenty of people who prefer TN 
technology over IPS for gaming. It’s possible 
for manufacturers to combine the vivid colour 
of IPS panels with OverDrive technology to 
bring response times down to an unnoticeable 
4ms or so, but the MD230X3 doesn’t seem to 
employ this. 

Samsung may be pitching the MD230X3 
for heavy multi-tasking, but the excessive pixel 
lag makes the $2200 price a joke whatever 
you'll do with it. While the kit includes a useful 
remote control and three 23in, 1,920 x 1,080 
screens, you can buy three better screens for 
around $250 each, which makes the added 
premium objectionable. The Dell U2311H, for 
example, has a 23in IPS panel with OverDrive 
technology. If you buy three of these and a 
three-screen mount (which should cost no more 
than a few hundred itself) you’ll save hundreds 
while significantly improving the visual quality, 
particularly in games. (=) CW 
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Overall 
Good for static images, but 
failure in motioi 


If you've money to burn, there’s no better 


racing/flight sim setup. 


Street Price $3999 Supplier Cyberkart 
Website www.cyberkart.com.au 


Specifications Logitech G25;G27 Speakers and Sub under 
seat; Black Leather Rated Racing recliner seat; Screen 
cabinet included. 


[I been a while since we last looked at one 

of these custom-made gaming beauties, and 

if anything, the absolute quality of the product 

has just gotten better with age. If you’re not in 

the know, these racing/flight sim setups are 
handmade in Australia, and are designed from the 
get-go for both realism and easy gaming. 

They’re also, we'll admit, eye-wateringly, wallet- 
wrenchingly expensive. You can pick up ex-demo 
stock for the price we list above. New, straight 
from the factory... well, we don’t want to know. 
We're not giant racing or flight sim fans here, but 
even So, we simply can’t imagine ever dropping 
this much money on a gaming peripheral. That 
said, it’s the kind of thing that’s so over the top, so 
cool, that you can’t help but want one regardless. 

So, what do you get for that money? 

The new Cyberkarts are very well put together, 
and fee! almost as sturdy as the real thing. The 
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construction of the frame is both 
sturdy, and light enough to move 
the front foot and whee! rest with 
aminimum of effort, before locking 
it in place for a heavy racing session. 
There's an adjustable bracket for the 
gear lever controls, and there are speakers 
mounted all around the racing position, with 
a subwoofer underneath. The speakers 

are Logitech models, as are the wheel and 
lever — solid choices all round. The attached 
TV cabinet has routing for all the necessary 
cables, and a slot for whatever console/PC you 
want to run the rig. 

There's even a bracket angled so you can bolt 
the entire thing permanently into the floor. That’s SPEEA 
dedication to gaming! | 

It's all very well machined, and there's not a 
rough edge or unfinished surface in sight. 

The other reason this feels like such a good 
build is the seat — it’s a real, leather racing seat, 
with full adjustable controls. Once you lock the 
frame around you it’s about as close as you can 
get to the real thing without smelling the fumes. 

Maybe we can justify that price... 
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Tt eSports Element Black 


It must be mouse-month. Or something... 


Street Price $75 Supplier Anyware 
Website www.ttesports.com 


Specifications 6500dpi; 128kb onboard memory; 5 
game profiles; 9x buttons. 


[: like someone has littered cheese all over the 
Atomic labs. We've got mice coming out of the 
woodwork in such numbers that our mousing 
hand is cramping up with all the testing! This one, 
another of ThermalTake's Tt eSports range, is the 
new Element Black, and while it’s pretty much 
typical of the modern gaming mouse, it does 
have a few interesting diversions from the mischief 
(which, by the way, is the collective noun for mice 
— see, you learn something every day). 

One thing that’s obvious right up front — this 
mouse is actually symmetrical! That means left- 
handers will find it just as comfortable as righties. 
Oddly, though, the button configuration is not 
symmetrical, somewhat undoing its utility. There 
are three buttons on the left-side, where a right- 
hand thumb can easily reach them, but only one 
button on the right. The entire mouse is sheathed 
in the seemingly standard rubber coating, making 
it easy and comfortable to grip, while at the same 
time boasting largely flat surfaces that should 
resist a build up of grime. 
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The ergonomics are comfortable, 
though it is very narrow. Our 
slighter hands fit nicely, but we 
still find that our pinky finger has 
no place to rest or sit, leaving it 
dragging across the desktop. If 
you've even a slightly larger than 
average sized hand, this may not be 
the mouse for you. 

In actual gaming, the Black delivers a 
solid experience. You can really feel the extra 
smoothness of the 6500dpi sensor. Our runs 
through Modern Warfare’s kill house level were 
fast and accurate once we got used to the 
Black's narrow profile. The lighting system, which 
illuminates the scrollwheel and two strips running 
down the mouse’s flanks is neither here nor there, 
but if you like bling and already have a lit case, eee 
this will fit in nicely. The five profile settings and | 
onboard memory mean you can program a mess 
of macros for a mess of games, and be able to 
take the mouse with you wherever you go — great 
for LAN players. 

This is probably one of ThermalTake's better 
gaming products to date. It’s well-priced and 
accurate, but it's small profile is limiting. Ifit fits 
your hand, though, it's a great choice. (=) DH 


Accurate, comfortable and fast. 
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Tt eSports Shock Spin 


There is no way to put a positive spin on these less than adequate cans. 


Street Price $80 Supplier Anyware 

Website www.anyware.com.au 

Specifications 50mm neodymium driver; Sensitivity: 
95dB; Frequency response: 15-20Khz; Impedance: 32 Ohm; 
3.5mm jack; 90cm weave cable. 


Bl pice pretty much hitting the gaming 
peripheral space like a nade spammer 
in your FPS of choice. It's bringing out mice, 
headsets, keyboards and more to try and position 
itself as the eSports hardware vendor of choice. 
Sadly, it’s not quite hit its stride yet, nor quite hit 
the mark it’s aiming it. The company’s produced 
some good gear recently, but at the same time it’s 
made a few mis-steps along the way. 

Like these Shock Spin headphones, which are 
really only a shock in the most negative of terms. 

The Shock Spin features a bold, circular 
design with a swirling plastic cover over each 
cup, and a so-called self-adjusting headband 
which does little more than perch the Shock Spin 
awkwardly on your head. Conspicuously absent, 
though, is any kind of mic boom - instead, the 
mic is on a separate cable that plugs into your 
mic jack and then clips onto your shirt. This is 
actually one of the better things about the Shock 


' HEADPHONES / MOUSE 


Spin, as you could — if you wanted, 
and you won't — use the headphones 
separately for MPS player use, without 
the superfluous microphone. 

The ‘phones also feature a separate inline 
volume box, but this feels cheap and plasticky, 
and only a heavy gaming session away from 
falling apart. All the cabling is at least cloth 
wrapped, and adequately long. 

However, it’s in sound quality that we come 
across the harshest criticism. Despite making 
bold claims about “50mm bass enhancement” 
all over the packaging, the Shock Spin is actually 
remarkably bass-free. Instead, you get a very 
empty, treble-ey sound quality; music’s even 
worse, as songs featuring rich and bass-heavy 
productions come out sounding hissy and flat. 
Even more curious, the Shock Spin simply refused 
to work on two out of four systems in the office; 
we'd normally consider this a fatal flaw, but given 
the lacking sound quality, we call it small mercy. 

Considering you can get the excellent 
Plantronics GameCon 337 for much less than 
these ‘phones, there's just no excuse for this level | 
of poor performance at this price point. Sorry f 
Thermaltake — these just don’t cut it. “= DH 


Overall 


Poorly designed, 
lacking in punch. 


\ 


Mionix Naos 5000 


A new entry into the gaming space from another 


Swedish peripherals maker. 


Street Price $110 Supplier Anyware 
Website www.mionix.net 


Specifications 7x buttons; three-step DPI adjustment; 
up to 5400 dpi; 128kb built-in memory; 106g; 2m cable. 


oe something about game peripheral 
makers from Sweden. You can pick up 

a mouse made by SteelSeries, and know just 
from how it feels and sits in your hand that this 

is made someone in a liberal Northern European 
democracy. We're not sure why, but we do know 
that Mionix has a similar feel of clinical precision 
in its Naos 5000 mouse. 

This is the first time we've looked at Mionx 
products, as distributor Anyware has only just 
signed the brand on and started bringing product 
into the country. But we're glad to see it cross our 
desk. Even the packaging is premium stuff, a hard 
black box with a magnet-secured gatefold. And 
the mouse itself matches the expectations set by 
the packaging and $100-plus pricetag. 

It's an asymmetrical design that's only going 
to suit right-handed gamers, but it’s a very 
comfortable one. The upper surface and buttons 
are all coated in a smooth black rubber that feels 
both grippy and cool in your grip. The ergonomic 
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design provides good resting spaces for 
both thumb and the outer two fingers of 
your hand, so if you're a dragger of your mice 
(rather than briefly lifting the mouse) it'll cut down 
on friction wear and tear on your skin. There 

are two buttons on the top of the mouse, and 
thumb buttons, and onboard memory means 
any macros you program into the mouse will be 
easily transportable. The buttons are well placed, 
responsive, and easy to use. 

Under the mouse are four hyper-slick feet that 
feel smooth on any surface, and a unique weight 
system that lets you place weights to either side 
of the laser sensor. If getting your mouse feeling 
just right is your thing, this is a great design 
choice. A 2m cloth-wrapped cable finishes off 
the Naos’ design. 

In use the Naos is very comfortable, and very 
smooth. The position of the sensor allows for 
flat scanning of the environment, and adjusting 
DPI on the fly is a breeze. However, the sensor 
is very jittery when you pick the mouse up — just 
hovering the mouse a couple of centimetres 
above the desktop made our cursor leap about 
like it was on crack. The large size of the mouse, 
while seeming comfortable, actually works 


against accuracy — at least for our smaller hands. 
If you've larger hands, it might be a better fit. 

The Naos is a well made product, but a jittery 
sensor makes it an awkward choice for some 
mousing styles, not to mention it's quite expensive. 


Not our first choice for mousing. (=), DH 


Overall 
Well made, but difficult to use. 


atemic 


CM Storm Sentinel Zero-G 


CoolerMaster gets creative 


Street Price $75 Supplier Cooler Master 
Website www.cmstorm.com 


Specifications 5600dpi sensor; 128kb onboard memory; 
8x buttons; 1000Hz polling rate. 


Wi: rather liked Cooler Master's last version 
of the Sentinel, which was simply ‘the 


Sentinel’. It was comfortable, very responsive, and 


came with an excellent software suite. So what 


does this new Sentinel Zero-G bring to the table? 


Well, for one thing, it brings the idea of a 
complete gaming package — not only do you get 
the mouse, but the Zero-G also comes with a 
game. It's only Shattered Horizons, Futuremark’s 
interesting but flawed FPS set in low orbit, but it's 


better than nothing. For years now we've come to 


expect a game thrown in with our graphics cards 


released more often. 


The mouse itself is actually a Sentinel Advance 


— the Zero-G moniker merely refers to the entire 
package. Off the bat, it's more or less identical in 
design to the previous Sentinel. Its asymmetrical 


design will make lefties weep, but for the rest of us 


it's a perfectly designed match for your mousing 
hand. Like the Sentinel, it does leave a little to be 


, other personal mark. It's a shame this then has 
and we’d not be averse to seeing bundles like this 


MOUSE/MOUSEPAD WPNGT= Wy7NeT= 


with its mouse packaging... 


desired in the accommodating your pinky 
finger, though, almost as if it were made 
for three-fingered cartoon characters rather 
than actual humans. It’s slightly rubberised 
coating, though, makes gripping firm and 
confident, while the eight programmable buttons 
are all well-placed for both easy access and out 
of the way enough to avoid accidental changes 
of DPI. 

As you'd expect from a gaming mouse, 
the Sentinel Advanced also lights up like a 
streetracer's favourite sedan, but there’s one 
truly unique lighting feature we kinda dig. On 
the upper surface is an OLED screen which 
shows you profile and DP! data, but this can 
also be programmed to display a clan logo or 


with a good package of freshly updated game, 
sapre mouse-feet, and a good mousse itself, this is 
a great little product from Cooler Master. G DH 
to sit under your hand, but it’s a lovely touch of 
personalisation; we can imagine a clan all using 
this mouse, with their rag proudly displayed. 

That's solidarity. 

In terms of performance, aside from the fact 
that we were having a supremely bad mousing 
day, it’s pretty much on par with the last version of 
the Sentinel. It's smooth, comfortable (pinky rash 
notwithstanding), and very accurate. Combined 


Overall 


Good mouse, plus 
interesting gai 


Mionix Propus 380 mousepad 


It’s flat, it’s plastic it’s... not 


Street Price $25 Supplier Anyware 
Website www.mionix.net 


Specifications PVC upper surface; rubber-based 
backing; 380 x 260mm; 4mm thick. 


Reeve a mousepad is a fraught 
experience. 

On the one hand, you’ve got a device which 
is as tied to personal preference as a mouse or 
keyboard. This individual bias can often render 


the most authoritative of reviews moot, since any 


number factors can, and do, change drastically 


much more than that. 


wrist doesn’t 
catch on 

the leading 
edge. The upper 
surface is a gritty 
texture, while the 
underside is backed 
by a heavily textured 
rubber surface. It’s 
black, too, so it’ll look 
good with pretty much 
any gaming rig you could 


between users. 

On the other hand — so to speak — you're also 
essentially writing about a gaming peripheral that 
can pretty easily be replaced by the desktop 


care to point a mouse at. 
In practice, though, we 

find it's a touch too wide for out taste, taking 

up an inordinate amount of space next to 


onto a range of desktop materials for 
dear life. But grip is only half the battle, and 
the Propus definitely looses the balance of the 
equation. (=) DH 


surface alone, a magazine, or an offcut from 
cardboard box. 

And so we come to our second piece of 
Mionix kit this issue, the Propus 380. It seems 


like it should be something special, but really — in 


our opinion at least — you really would be better 
off with that cardboard! 

The Propus sounds good on paper. It’s a 
goodly sized pad that can accommodate even 
the most expansive of mousing gestures, with 
a shallow cut-out at the front to make sure your 
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our gaming rig. Admittedly, our desk is a little 
cluttered, but we feel we're not alone in that. 
The textured surface is perhaps too sharp in its 
definition, too; it is most definitely ultra-fine, as 
Mionix promises, but it’s a texture that harkens 
more to ultra-fine sandpaper. It's exceedingly 
grippy with any mouse that is even a touch worn 
down, and even brand new mice don’t feel 
nearly as smooth in their action as they should. 
The rubber underside, however, does just 
what it promises, holding the mousepad tightly ‘IEEE BUENA IRIN INET OS! x J 


Overall 
There are slicker surfaces 
to ga : 


“There’s simply 


the Vertex 3” 
- Anandtech 


“OCZ is yet again, 
setting the bar for SSD performance in 2011.’ 
- Legit Reviews 


} 


The OCZ Vertex 3 spanks the competition with up to 69% 
faster speeds in real-world conditions and has firmly 
established itself as the we've seen.” 


- Storage Review 
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HARDWARE 


CM Storm Tactics Enforcer 


This stylish case takes no prisoners... 


Street Price RRP $129 Supplier Cooler Master 
Website www.cmstorm.com 


Specifications 229 x 484.5 x 523.5mm (W x Hx D); 

4x 5.25in drive bays, 7x 3.5in drive bays, 2x 2.5in drive 
bays; 8x expansion slots; 1x 200mm red LED fan (front), 
1x 120mm fan (rear); 2x USB3 (internal), 2x USB2, audio 
ports; up to ATX mobo; steel and plastic; 8.9kg. 


Ss cases are so drop-dead gorgeous 
and classically styled that you just know 
that any PC enthusiast worth their thermal paste 
is going to love them. Other cases take a more 
unique design approach, and you end up with 


something that folks are either going to love, or 
possibly hate. 

We think the new CM Storm Tactics case, the 
Enforcer, falls into the latter category, and we’re 
still making up our minds. Let’s see if we can 
come to a decision by the end of the review. 

What we're talking about is the Enforcer’s 
front fascia. Sure, design like this doesn’t really 
hamper the case’s performance (it'll still hold all 
your stuff and keep it moderately cool), but most 
of us like a case to look good. After all, we're 
going to be staring at it a lot. The Enforcer’s 
curvy, almost clamshell-like design looks a 
touch too organic for our liking, but it’s certainly 
a different take on case aesthetics. Below the 
curving panels there's a series of mesh intakes 
covering a 200mm red LED fan. Above the curve 
you've got a plasticky power button and the 
case's IO ports. The top panel, in back of the 
ports, features a shallow dip for stowing screws 
and other bits of bumpf, and then cut-out mesh 
panel where you can mount some more internal 
fans should the included two not be enough. 

While the right panel is traditionally plain 
(though our review copy did have some of the 
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internal wiring caught between 
front and side panels — oops), the 
left sidepanel! sports a curiously- 
shaped window, one that kind of 
matches the curving front fascia. 
The case's rear has the usual 
expansion slots, including one 
perpendicular to the ground for 
things like USB hubs and other 
non-mobo-mounted cards. There's 
amesh panel for a 120mm exhaust 
fan, and all the expansion brackets 
feature slots for improved airflow. 
Continuing with the cooling theme, 
there are three watercooling 
grommets, which seem a touch 
optimistic given the case’s gamer 
styling. 

Internally, everything’s as black 
as the exterior, which is great for 
the Goths amongst us. There are 
quite a few nice little features, too, 
that catch the eye, like the double-height SSD 
bracket on the bottom of the case, with room 
for two of the cool little devices, and an included 
extra bracket if you want to install two more. 
There's also some rubber grommets for the PSU 
to sit on to damp down vibration. 

There are two different tool-less solutions to 
securing drives in play in the Enforcer. On the 
one hand, optical drives are secured by a kind 
of toggle-bracket, while HDDs are secured by 
attaching a pair of brackets to each drive, and 
then sliding them into their bays. The latter we 
don’t mind, but the ODD mechanism seems a 
little too flimsy. The major portion of the HDD 
caddy can also be handily detached should you 
wish to remove an array of drives in one go. 


The motherboard tray is peppered with cable- 
run and anchor points for cable-ties, so keeping 
the airflow in the Enforcer unimpeded should 
be quite easy. With a 200mm fan sucking air in, 
and only a 120mm fan exhausting it, you should 
easily attain positive air-pressure inside the case, 
which is great for keeping it dust-free. 

Aside from the odd fascia design, there’s 
nothing to dislike about the Enforcer - apart 
from its price. $129 - and it’ll be cheaper on 
the streets — isn’t much for a good case, but 
the Enforcer isn’t all that different to BitFenix’s 
Shinobi, which is only $79. 


We know which one we'd prefer... Eo) DH 


Build 


7 A =p 
Some wiring issues, ws 
but otherwise sound. 
Value a en 
Adequately priced. Th a= } 


Cooling 
200mm fans at this 


Overall 
A good case, especially 
for SSD users. 


bik 


HARDWARE / é 


| eee ie 


BitFenix 


Our first sample of BitFenix philosophy is a 


cheap and very tasty one. 


Street Price $79 Supplier Altech 

Website www.bitfenix.com 

Specifications 205 x 460 x 490mm (W x Hx D); 3x 
5.25in drive bays, 8x 3.Sin drive bays; 7x expansion slots; 1x | 
120mm fan (front), 1x 120mm fan (rear); 4x USB2, audio; 

up to ATX motherboard; steel and plastic construction; black. | 


| 


Gallery www.atomicmpc.com.au/?253395 


W: had to move aside Silverstone’s 
massive TJ11 case (reviewed last issue) 
to make room on our testbench to have a look 
at the Shinobi, and the differences between 
the two cases could not be more notable. 

After wrestling with the TJ11, the Shinobi was 
near weightless by comparison, and it takes 
up far less space. But, more telling are the 
similarities; even though $500 separates these 
two products in price, a feeling of solid design 
and sense of clever engineering links these very 
different PC cases. 

The Shinobi makes a great impression right 
out of the box, as much of the case is coated in 
a thin layer of matte black rubber. BitFenix call 
this the Soffouch Surface Treatment, and while 
the company claims it cuts down on stains 
and damage, we just like it for how it feels and 
looks — classy! More importantly, it doesn’t 
pick up finger prints like some case finishes, 
so if you’re constantly digging around in your 
system's innards, or moving your case around, 
it’s a good option. 

The front fascia features the external drive 
bays and two parallel mesh inserts that run from 
the case's top all the way to the bottom. These 
two inserts continue the length of the top panel, 
which is where you'll find power, rest and lO 
ports, all set flush into the rubber surface. The 
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Shino 


power buttons feel responsive, 
and further back is larger 
square mesh insert, for optional 
internal fan mounts. The back 
of the case is just as black as 
the rest - a pleasant surprise 
given the price point - but 
features no further surprises 
outside of a couple of water- 
cooling grommets. 

The right-hand panel is 
plain, but the left features a 
triangular plastic window with 
another optional fan-mount 
and simple plastic grill. 

Too often at this price 
point, the act of opening 
a case simply leads to 
disappointment, as you 
discover bare untreated metal 
and poor design, but once again, the Shinobi 
punches well above its weight. Not only is it all 
well-designed and ventilated in here, but it also 
shared the black treatment of the exterior. 

The drive bays are probably the case's 
weakest point, as the tool-less option chosen 
by BitFenix is flimsy and prone to snapping off. 
However, that being the case you can always 
secure drives with old fashioned screws. There’s 
even an adaptor to turn one of the bays into 
2.5in one, for the SSD converts out there. 

The motherboard tray features a generous 
cutout for installing heatsinks, and there are 
cable slots all around the tray to keep things 
neat and tidy. 

In terms of cooling, there’s one 120mm intake, 
and another 120mm exhaust fan. The front 


intake is meshed to help stop dust, and there's 
light mesh on the two intakes in the case’s 
internal floor, too. Out of the box, the cooling 

is adequate for modest systems, but if you're 
planning on running modern high-end cards, or 
overclocking, we'd recommending adding more 
fans. Thankfully, the Shinobi can handle up to six 
more fans, but if you’re using a 120mm cooler 
on your CPU, you'll want to avoid adding one to 
the sidewindow. 

The Shinobo is a fine choice for anyone 
looking for a compact gaming case or everyday 
rig, with looks enough to please. But when you 
factor in the incredibly good value of the case, it 
becomes a no brainer for any budget build, and 
a serious contender on its looks alone. While not 
perfect, it’s going to leave you plenty of cash to 
splash out on the rest of your next build. © DH 


Build 
Some issues, but 
mostly solid. 


aD 
’ aw + aw } 
Value aa \ an 
Quite simply —— — eel 
unmatched. sai saad 


Cooling 
Good for a stock build, | 
with room to expand 


Worth it for the price 
alone, and sexy to boot. 


MSI GE620 notebook 


A great price, but not for any serious gamer. 


Street Price $1399 Supplier MSI 
Website www.msi.com 


Specifications Intel Core i7-2630QM @ 2GHz; 4GB 

RAM; NVIDIA GeForce GT 540M 1GB; 15.6in backlit LED 
(1920 x 1080); SO0GB 7200rpm HDD; DVD super multi 
ODD; 7. audio; webcam. 


i: a truism that you shouldn't expect great 
gaming power from a laptop. Even the 
highest-end gaming laptop you can find, packed 
with RAM and enough powertul silicon to start 
an energy crisis simply cannot live up to the 
expectations of a hardened desktop enthusiast. 

In fact, MSI’s GE620 doesn’t even try to live 
up to those high standards, so let's get the 
important figures out of the way straight up front. 
In fact, let’s just say right now that if you want 
serious graphics at crazy resolutions, turn the 
page now. Move along, kids, there’s nothing 
to see here; Crysis, still our go-to real life 
graphical benchmark, delivers a mere 1.93fps at 
max settings. 

Less than two — count them! — frames every 
second. It’s more of a slideshow than a game. 

In fact, to get anything approaching a smooth 
24fps minimum you need to drop every setting 
down to Low. 

And it’s still only just topping the 23fps. 

So you'll be damned curious to know why we 
still kinda like this little laptop. It's not about the 
specs; with a Core i7-2630QM, it's second gen 
Sandy Bridge, but with 4GB of RAM and only an 
NVIDIA GT540M to back it up, it’s obvious why 
the frames just aren’t there — at least, not in any 
enthusiast sense. It’ll kick over games like World 
of Warcraft, though, and anything run off the 
Source engine or similar, and that’s where this 
machine starts to make sense. 

The display, on the other hand, is a great 
15.6in of bright and colourful awesome. Paired 


with an excellent array of speakers — easily the 
best in any laptop we've ever played with — you 
start to see this an awesome laptop more for 
media than for gaming. Then again, if all you 
want is to make sure the Stormwind theme 
sounds great while you're hitting up the auction 
house, this is a pretty good way to do it. For 
movies or music, the GE620 is great. It'd be 
even better with a Bluray drive, but you don't get 
to be as cheap as this without a few sacrifices. 
And that’s the other thing we like about this 
MSI lappie - at $1399 it’s a pretty competitive 
price, gaming performance aside. For that 
dosh you get some solid mobile hardware, a 
well-built laptop that'll handily devour the more 
casual end of the gaming spectrum (in terms 
of performance requirements — don’t send any 
more death threats, MMO players!), and excels 
in media playback and recording. 
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It's a good deal! 

That said, it’s far from perfect, and we can see 
how MSI's gotten that price down. 

The screen, while excellent itself, is secured 
rather flimsily; the outer portion of the clamshell 
has a lot of flex and travel, and it doesn’t take a 
lot of force to cause some serious distortion on 
the LED screen. In other words, don’t transport 
the GE620 with any other hard objects. The 
trackpad's also not the most responsive, but we 
will give MSI bonus points for featuring a simple 
little button to switch it off while using a mouse. 

The GE620 isn’t our first choice for a mobile 
gaming platform, but that doesn’t mean it’s a 
piece of crap. It's well-priced, powerful where 
it counts, and capable of a playing a lot of the 
games we love. It won't be playing Crysis under 
open blue skies any time soon, but at least it 
won't break the bank trying. (=) DH 


Performance ' 
Not great, but it gets T f= 
the (basic) job done. 


Value 
A great price for this 


=o - ,: yf 
SS size of notebook. aD 
| 

-————@ Features 2 : 
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KITLOG 


hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build has just gotten a little more expensive, but for 
that few hundred you're also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


It's great, it’s broken, it’s back... 

Man, Sandy Bridge has been a 
hell of an awkward release, but by now 
boards should be coming back into retail 
and we can start getting on with all these 
planned builds that stalled back in January. 

It really is the sweetspot in terms of price an 
performance, and we like sweet... : 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/? NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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MEMORY MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEO CARD 


Intel Core 5 2500-K 


PRICE $290 


ra 

[a Sandy Bridge’s combination of 

— cost and overlocking prowess is 
awesome. 
Issue 122, Page 36 

& 

<$| GIGABYTEP6/A-UD7 

(aa) PRICE $365 

S A great P67 board with some 

= nice features. 

Oo Issue 122, Page 46 

= 


ee G.Skill Ripjaws 

= F3-10666CL7D-4GBRH 

a PRICE $130 

== Great value, tight timings, and 
some flexibility. 

©| NVIDIAGTX460 

Ss PRICE $245 

oO A reference-design card, but 

Luo plenty fast for gaming bliss. 

= Issue 116, Page 38 


AMD Phenom II 
X6 10S0T 


PRICE $355 
Six cores of high- 


powered processing joy. 
Red ID: 220395 


MSI 890FXA-GD70 


PRICE $265 


A high-end AMD platform with full 
CrossFire support, great OC’er. 
Ref ID: 221656 


Corsair Dominator GT 
CMT4GX3M2A2000C8 


PRICE $220 


Red-hot memory for dual- 
channel speed. 


. re 


ATI 6990 
PRICE $849 


The new fastest video 
card on earth! 
Issue 124, Page 36 


KITLOG WENT WNel= 


[ 


For more builds check out the Kitlog E-mag at atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 


SUBTOTAL: $1890 | 


overclocking capacity. 


cooling power, and sturdy construction. 


Q Coolermaster Hyper 212 Antec Lanboy Air 
4 72 Nice cooling for a very a al eter: 
ee, A Unique looks and excellent 
= 2 affordable price. a) cooling design. 
i Issue 120, Page 48 
= 
=  ITBHDD © _ Razer Arctosa 
= PRICE $90 Ss PRICE $50 
2 A thousand gigabyte storage co A cool-looking keyboard that'll 
= drive on the cheap. Ga serve you very well. 
a Se Ref ID: 149483 
Ca) 
Viewsonic VX2233WM Verbatim Rapier V1 
= PRICE $215 A PRICE $65 
a 21.5 inches of value-packed ==) Great gaming performance and 
Wal screen, great buy. [=] nifty features. 
oO Issue 108, Page 42 => Issue 96, Page 43 
Plantronics Onboard Realtek OCZ ModXStream Pro 6{00W 
co Gamecom777 ALC889A C >; PRICE $105 
G ~~PRICE $80 Adecent chip thatdoes 9 = St ey abate reliable, 
> ; : ; modular for neatness. 
<= a oe with: ane OP = nA Issue 109, Page 59 
Issue 101, Page 41 
SUBTOTAL: $5413 | 
[4 Noctua NH-UI2P sE2 Lu Silverstone Temjin Series TJ1] 
jo A PRICE $600 
=) Two fans, quiet and nice Y Few can match the sheer space, 
pes 


Issue 107, Page 48 


Issue 124, Page46 


Tal 
> OCZ REvo Drive x2 & = Razer BlackWidow 
ce : PRICE $ 
&  WD600GB VelociRaptor = EE SIN? . 
= PRICE $780 + $400 = IU adel in 
Superfast SSD with zippy storage. . 
A OCZ: Issue 121, Page 43 ~ Issue 122, Page 50 
aA WD Ref ID: 220323 
| Dell U2410 Microsoft Sidewinder 
z PRICE $699 LH X8 Wireless 
(ae In-Plane Switching, 1.07 3S PRICE $105 
YA billion colours and 24 inches. S Cable-less, comfortable, lag-free 
a and fraggable! 
Ref ID: 148422 
LogitechZ-5500D & Creative X-Fi XFX 850W 
© PRICE $400 Titanium HD a eben 
& Earth-shakingly good. PRICE $270 = lau Plenty of power, ultra-stable 
Ref ID: 22626 " i | rails and a great price. 
<— a peor serious an Pe eee 
a Issue 115, Page 47 
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he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clip even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After alll, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are many benefits to running 
an ITX system, aside from the challenge 
of choosing compatible components, but 
here are just a few of the plusses: 


e Small footprint, so it’ll At damn near 
anywhere — even under a monitor. 

e Lower power consumption due to 
restrained component choice. 

e Generally low-noise due to the ‘wind 
tunnel’ design of most cases. 

e Easily moveable around the house, or 
even taken to a mate’s place - all you 

need is power and a screen. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us - there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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CPU 


VIDEOCARD MOTHERBOARD 


MEMORY — MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEO CARD 


‘THELANRIG | 


Intel Core i5 760 
PRICE $245 | 
Intel’s budget quad is more than 
you'll need in a chip! 

Issue 106, Page 36 } 


GIGABYTE P55M-UD4 
PRICE $200 

Great overclockability, 

nice value. 

Issue 107, Page 40 


MEMORY 


G.Skill Ripjaws 2000MHz 


PRICE $190 


Great value memory with amazing 
overclocking. 
Issue 106, Page 52 


AT15770 
PRICE $190 
A decent value way to get 


into DX11. 
Ref ID: 169775 


Intel Core i3 530 


PRICE $140 


Speedy dual-core with an IGP 
for HD video duties. 


GIGABYTE H55N-USB3 
PRICE $145 

Tiny ITX form factor with up to 

4 storage devices. Neat. 

Issue 113, Page 39 


G.Skill Ripjaws | 
F3-I0666CL7D-4GBRH 


PRICE $130 | 


4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 


/ 


AT|5570 Low Profile 
PRICE $100 
Graphical grunt in half the 


space. Enough for basic 
games, given the size. 
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For more builds check out the Kitlog E-mag at atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 


—— >) 
SUBTOTAL: $1655 
Intel Stock Cooler Silverstone SGO4 
oF PRICE FREE Ny PRICE $160 
ra) Does the job, fits Ss Small case with handle; add two 
to under PSU well. 120mm fans for awesome cooling. 
—) Ref ID: 148266 
Lu 
= 
=  ITBHDD f& — Razer Arctosa 
Oo PRICE $90 Ss PRICE $50 
= A thousand gigabyte storage a A cool-looking keyboard 
— drive on the cheap. Ga that’ll serve you very well. - 
ea Ss Ref ID: 149483 j 
WN 
Viewsonic VX2233WM Verbatim Rapier V1 
PRICE $215 a PRICE $65 
21.5 inches of value-packed = Great gaming performance and 
screen, great buy. oS nifty features. 
Issue 108, Page 42 => Issue 96, Page 43 
ele Onboard Realtek = Corsair HX-520 
=) 171 ALC889A wie! 
Pee nt A decent chipthat does SEL Modula ecient and keeps sz 
olid set of cans with j : 
= great audio. melee aM 
Issue 101, Page 41 
A 
| . 3 
SS Scythe Big Shuriken . Antec ISK 300-150 
oo PRICE $55 Y ; 
aa | ; . ; <= Included 150W PSU, good build 
(=) Tiny 58mm height, quieter YW quality, and decent airflow. 
S than a sponge. 
— . 
= — WDScorpio Blue 640GB us Noctua NF-R8 
oO PRICE $120 = E $22 x2 
= Fast 2.5” internal storage - grab S Get some quiet, positive 
= two for more space! CO flow in this mini build. 
rn Oo 
> 
nm 
is Lite-On DS-8A4S = Logitech diNovo Edge 
<— PRICE $70 =a PRICE $199 
; 
— Slim internal DVD drive for = Wireless board with a 
| S movies, installs or backups. aa Nie trackpad for mousing. 
ak 
Leadtek Winfast 
& PxDVR3200H < m4 ASUS PCE-N13 
Z PRICE $100 Oe — 45 
— Get TV in your PC. a Zippy 802.11N for wireless 
= H.264 recording ftw! = HD video streaming. 
ke 
yy 
atemic 49 


MSI's NS60GTX-Ti Twin Frozr Il Seriesis | y PPPS — 
equipped with NVIDIA's newest GeForce ‘ 
GTX 560 Ti GPU; push their overclocking _,,\| 
potential to the limit used with MSI's 
Afterburner overclocking software. 


MAIN PRIZE: 1 OF 2 TO WIN 


e Witcher 2 Premium Edition 
e Witcher 2 Laser Mouse & mousepad 
e MSI NS60GTX-TI Twin Frozer II Video card 


Total Prize pack value - $540 


press 2° 
Rp - Pcl ex 
GRAPHICS CR -_ 


waHS.im 


RUNNERS UP: 1 OF 8 TO WIN 
ay @ Witcher 2 Premium Edition 
Rsseme) © Witcher 2 Laser Mouse & mousepad 


Total Prize pack value - $140 


if ! 
N The second instalment of the 
ee Witcher, Geralt of Rivia, features a 
thoroughly engrossing and mature 
storyline . Be sure to secure your 
~ free Witcher 2 Laser Mouse and 
Mouse Pad with the Premium 
Edition, in limited numbers from EB 


Games from May 17th. 


THE 


ASSASSINS or KINGS 


Subscribe online at 


www.subscribenow.com.au/ato/1099 


Become a new subscriber to Atomic this 
month and you could win a great prize pack 
including the new game, Wicther 2. There are 
two packs including a copy of the Witcher 2 
Premium edition, an MSI video card and a 
mouse and mousepad, with eight runners up 
prizes of a Witcher 2 Premium edition, and 

a mouse and mousepad. Plus, you can save 
up to $140 over three years. Imagine all the 
awesome kit you can buy with that extra cash! 


NIRATES?, 


» 4v Via 
ov 


" 3 YEARS (36 ISSUES) FOR $179.95 - SAVE $142 
YEARS (24 ISSUES) FOR $129.95 - SAVE S84 


POP ed pd 
Tagegeretetat ee, 


“YEAR (12 ISSUES) FOR $69.95 - SAVE $37 2 


a 


EXCLUSIVE OGY e INTEL990X 
SUBS COVER! OVERCLOCKING: 


Haymarket Subscriptions gg 
Db nay ee oe nie 1500 6] 0 765 | 


a gcc aac asin snc ec hcl nana 


YES, Please send an ATOMIC subscription to l C Gift 

L] 3 YEARS - ( es) $179.95 = SAVE $142 LJ 2 YEARS - (24 issues) $129.95 = SAVE $84 CJ 1 YEAR - (72 $69.95 = SAVE $37 C] 1 YEAR NZ - (7 
MY DETAILS: AND/OR PLEASE SEND A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION TO: 

MR/MRS/MS/MISS FIRST NAME SURNAME MR/MRS/MS/MISS FIRST NAME SURNAME 


: ADDRESS ADDRESS 


Na Sn ee eS Een. 
+ SUBURB/TOWN STATE POSTCODE SUBURB/TOWN POSTCODE H 
NN a a aa 

‘ 


1 
! DAYTIME PHONE EMAIL DAYTIME PHONE 
‘ 


| PAYMENT DETAILS: L] Cheque/Money order for $. is enclosed (payable to Haymarket Media) (ABN 61 083 06914) 


| OR charge my LJ vse LJ Mast ard J ame 


' 
: 
H | Please tick if you do not wish to receive any offers or information from Haymarket Media or its partne! 
' 


' Offer only available to Australian subscribers until 7/6/2011. For overseas prices and terms and conditions, 
| ing subscription. Authorised under NSW Permit Number: LTPM/10/00462 and ACT TP10/02328.1 
' 


@A NVIDIA. 


(haut 


pyre 
4 


en seul 
k>,| Anvioia. 
AviIDIA, 


AeA] ae PhysX 
Eee 


eee yi Mean 


% ~ 
| | % ~*~ 
| | ~~ 
| | ce sy 
| Ry 
my 


GEFORCE GEFORCE * 


| Experience the 9% se 
GTX 6 0 Ti Higher Performance Boost | GTX. BE x) 0 Tha 


Enjoy the World Fastest, 
i! ee " 


.® 


GTX 560Ti 


aed = Boy 


GTX 560 Ti 2GB | 2048MB / 256 bits / GDDRS | Dual DVI / VGA/ HDMI GTX 550 Ti SONIC | 1024 MB/ 192 bits / GDDR5| DVI / VGA/ HDMI 


GTX 560 Ti SONIG | 1024 MB / 256 bits / GDDR5| Dual DVI / VGA/ HDMI GTX 550 Ti 1024 MB / 192 bits / GDDR5! DVI / VGA/ HDMI 
GTX 560 Ti | | 1024 MB / 256 bits / GDDR5| Dual DVI / VGA/ HDMI 


Ee ALTECH Tel: +61-2-8831 9999 — wwwaaltech.com.au 
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Dan Rutter won 
Av maximum’ is a point from which 
ll directions of travel lead, literally or 

figuratively, downwards. 

There may be a higher point somewhere 
nearby, but you have to go down before you 
can go up any further. If you program a robot 
to climb mountains by telling it to always go up, 
and never down, it will almost certainly never 
successfully climb a mountain at all. It'll get stuck 
on a local maximum - a foothill, or minor peak. 

This concept is applicable to all sorts of things. 

Say, for instance, that you decide to learn to 
play the accordion, to pick up girls. After five 
years of practice, you’re quite a good accordion 
player, but have discovered that your skills are 


GROUND ZERO * 


Fa Fill 


ders just which way is up... 


it’s very difficult to figure out what an unknown 
character means. And let's just say you probably 
don’t want the job of figuring out how a Chinese 
dictionary should be arranged. 

Non-alphabetic writing systems like these 
are a heck of a local maximum, though. 
Transitioning to alphabet-based script may 
actually be more painful than just persuading 
your whole country to switch to Esperanto. 

The thing that makes local-maximum traps 
so deadly is that they’re often hard to recognise 

— the metaphorical mountain is often hidden by 
fog. Local-maximum traps are especially hard 
to recognise when they’re blocking efficient 
use of, or even the very development of, new 


The thing that makes local-maximum traps so 
deadly is that they’re often hard to recognise... 


not, in fact, very good at attracting women. You 
now realise that you should have learned the 
guitar. But to switch to guitar now would leave 
you lost in the crowd of other men at parties 
with guitars they cannot actually play. 

So you get stuck on this local maximum, 
glumly seeking whatever small amount of social 
success is available to a true accordion virtuoso. 

Or let’s say you're a clever person in the 
Bronze Age, and have decided to invent writing. 
It seems quite sensible to you to just use a little 
picture for each word. There aren’t that many 
words, after all. Why bother making words out 
of multiple alphabetic characters? Clay-tablet 
space is limited, people! 

As it turns out, though, writing systems 
with different characters for different words or 
syllables have serious problems. They may be 
beautiful and evocative and spatially compact 
(people porting Japanese games have had a 
lot of fun compressing 20-character, 10-word 
speech bubbles into 20 English /etters...), but 
they're difficult to learn and remember, and 
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technologies. 

Computing definitely has its own local- 
maximum problems. Big companies that’re still 
using COBOL mega-programs from 1970 — or, 
much worse, Access mega-programs from 
2000. Special hardware that still requires a 
parallel port for data transfer. Aunties and uncles 
who refuse to upgrade from Win98. 

I'm more interested in those elusive fogged-in 
local maxima, though. 

Perhaps today’s faddish, headachey 3D 
systems could be amazing teleporters to 
cyberspace if only we’d worked harder on them 
earlier. Or perhaps the windows-icons-menu- 
pointer interface is only a tenth as usable as the 
system some forgotten genius implemented on 
a Commodore 128 in 1986. 

Or how about games that have cutscenes? 
Movies aren’t punctuated by 30-second 
chunks of game; | suspect the opposite 
situation is only so common because other 
ways of telling the story require a bit of a 
downhill walk. 
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The games industry has already managed 
to trudge down from some local maxima. The 
moon-logic adventure game died a well- 
deserved death in the 90s, saving the world 
from using duck on toothpaste to make 
cappuccino to kill robot. Games that made up 
for limited content with brutal difficulty also faded 
from the scene; the trip down that foothill was 
made a lot easier by beefier hardware. We're 
also seeing a substantial movement, especially 
in the indie scene, away from graphics-fetishism 
and towards more interesting gameplay. 

| bet I’m missing several much bigger painful 
changes that’re just waiting to be made, though. 

Climbing a mountain isn’t easy, but it’s 
impossible if you haven’t found it. 


For his next trick, Dan will 
alphabetise a Chinese Dictionary 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 


Long-lasting Li-ion battery | 
Continuous battery life of over 50hrs 
for a single Li-ion battery. An extra 

battery ensures a 100-hour nonstop 


gaming experience. 


www.gigabyte.com.au 


All intellec' 
are the pr 


QSBS™ (quick-swap 
battery changing system) 
technology 

This patent pending technology 
allows for Instant battery changing 
under 2 seconds, as fast as 
reloading a gun! 


http://www.facebook.com/pages/GIGABYTE-VGA/138376338834?ref=nf ‘Cwitcern http://twitter.com/GIGABYTE_VGA 


ual property rights, including without limitation to copyright and trademark of this work and its derivative works 
perty of, or are licensed to, GIGA-BYTE TECHNOLOGY CO., LTD. Any unauthorized use is strictly prohibited. 


Multi-functional Charging 
Dock 

Charging dock for both mouse and 
Li-ion batteries also doubles as 
wireless receiver. 


GamePlay™ Wireless 

Technology 

+ Full-speed 1000Hz polling rate / 
response time at 1ms 

+ Smart wireless gaming mode and 

power saving mode 


TUTORIALS 


__HANDS-ON TUTORIALS FOR THE TECHNICALLY MINDED _ 


ATOMIC.EDU 56 
Chris Taylor on careers for the 
geek in all of us. 


AUTOMATION TUTORIAL 58 
Part two of our look at how to 
take control of your world. 


GAME TWEAKS 64 
Get the most out of Shogun 2. 
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ACOMIC WEEKLY NEWSLETTER 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


latest from Atomic! 


Atomic isn’t restricted to the pages of this 
magazine, and there's still plenty more to be 
had online. 

Make sure you grab the latest content, 
competitions and posts straight from your 
favourite mag by signing up for the weekly 


newsletter — it’s what we would do! 


than a half-dozen PC projects. 


Only available at 
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’ GEEKY CAREERS 


Chris Taylor looks at the rest of the geek spectrum. 


We .edu we tend to focus on careers 

in the information technology industry. 
Paths of study that universities and TAFEs 

slot into their computing faculties. Computer 
science degrees. Network engineering diplomas. 
Multimedia courses. The magazine is, after all, 
about maximum power computing. Obviously, 
not all .edu readers are interested in working in 
IT. At least not in straight IT. After all, our gainfully 
employed (in the full-time, long-since-left-study- 
behind sense of the term) readers work in fields 
as varied as cookery, marketing, mining and 
teaching. 

Itis time for us to look at related (read generally 
geeky) paths of study. All of these paths of study 
will lead you into careers that are reliant, to 
varying degrees, on IT. The ability to demonstrate 
a high level of competence with computers, 
even if you didnit major or minor in IT at university, 
is a Very Good Thing in the eyes of damn near all 
employers in damn near all industries. 


Arts 


We know, we know, we know. That old cliché 
about going to university for three or four years 
to learn how to serve Big Macs. The bit of graffiti 
in the toilets of so many campuses, written in 
texta above the toilet paper dispenser: receive 
your arts degree here. Ha. 

In all seriousness, an arts degree can be 
useful. If you choose the right major you can get 
a decent job out of it. Linguistics and languages, 
for example, can get you into well-paying 
translating and interpreting gigs, either in the 
private sector or in the public sector working for 
organisations as different as ASIO and Centrelink 
(where you'll doubtlessly meet some of your old 
classmates, right?). 

There's also journalism, which those interested 
in technical writing and science communication 
may want to look at. Though there always 
seem to be ads for technical writers on seek. 
com.au and other job hunting websites, the 
supply of potential full-time writers far exceeds 
the demand for full-time writers. The pay, with 
exceptions, is pretty bad, too. But hey, if you love 
it... we guess there's always marketing, right? 

The entrance requirements for arts degrees 
vary somewhat from university to university, 
covering the entire spectrum from ‘passed 
everything, kind of’ to ‘did rather well, actually’. 


Commerce 

Economics can be very interesting to a mind 
of the geeky persuasion, as can some of the 
other areas that typically fall under the umbrella 
of ‘business and commerce’. Depending on 
the university the entrance requirements for a 
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commerce degree may extend to competence 
in some form of maths — probably no more 
than your state’s entry-level or mid-level year 
twelve subject - but in all likelinood will demand 
little more than passing grades in English and 

a reasonable level of all round competence, as 
reflected by a decent ATAR score. Employment 
opportunities extend beyond the finance industry 
and related branches of the government. Law 
enforcement and defence agencies, among 
others, hire commerce graduates. 


s J 

Engineering 
Engineering degrees, which demand and 
assume a fair grasp of maths and science, are 
a natural fit for many a young geek fresh out of 
secondary school. Employment opportunities 
vary dramatically, ranging from constructing 
roadways as a civil engineer to designing CPUs. 
Entry requirements for engineering degrees vary 
from university to university but are similar to the 
entry requirements for science degrees — you 
need to pass English and have studied, and of 
course passed, a science or two and, at the very 
least, a mid-level maths subject. 

Despite the popularity of engineering degrees, 
there are always employment opportunities for 
graduates. 


Mathematics 
Most universities seem to lump mathematics in 
with their science degrees but we feel it's worthy 
of a separate mention. 

Mathematics degrees can get you into a 
variety of industries, including but not limited to 


education, finance and the public service. Career 
prospects may vary depending on what you 
choose to focus on in your degree. Graduates 
who come out of a mathematics degree with 

a major in applied mathematics or statistical 
analysis may find more demand for their 
knowledge and skills. 

The entrance requirements for mathematics 
degrees are none-too-dissimilar to the entrance 
requirements of Bachelor-level science courses. 
You'll need to have studied your state’s mid- and 
possibly high-level maths subjects in year twelve 
and passed. The entrance requirements in terms 
of ATAR scores vary considerably from university 
to university. 


os 

Science 
Science degrees can lead to a wide variety of 
careers depending, of course, on what you 
specialise in. Employment opportunities and the 
level of financial reimbursement vary dramatically 
between the sciences. Mining firms and food 
manufacturers, among others, are currently 
snapping up scientists of various specialisations. 

Entry requirements for science degrees vary 
significantly from university to university. Some 
universities are quite picky and will only take 
school leavers who got great results. Others 
merely want to see marks high enough to 
suggest you have at least a basic grasp of the 
English language, secondary school level maths 
and the rudiments of one or two broad scientific 
disciplines. The requirements for some branches 
of science may be higher than others. Again, it 
depends on the university, although it is safe to 
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say pretty much all of them expect you to have 
studied a medium- or high-level maths subject 
at year twelve, as well as at least one science 
subject. 

Different universities offer different 
specialisations. Large universities with strong 
reputations in the sciences, such as the 
University of Melbourne and the University of 
Western Australia, tend to offer a wider variety of 
areas of study to major and/or minor in. 


Secondary 
school teaching 


There is an oversupply of teachers of English and 
the humanities at a secondary-level, but on the 
other hand there is a serious shortage of science 
and mathematics teachers. Teaching isn’t for 
everyone, of course, but if you're cut out for it 
eaching can be rewarding. 

if you're yet to enter university, you could do 
worse than to look into a Bachelor-level teaching 
degree. As part of the degree you'll have room 

o take a few electives — if you want to teach 
mathematics and science (or mathematics and 
information technology, say), the faculty will 
require you to undertake a certain number of 
mathematics and science units. A Bachelor of 
Education, assuming you study full-time and 
don’t fail anything, should take three or four 
years to complete. 


GEEKY CAREERS 


Universities are increasingly promoting their 
graduate-entry education degrees. A Graduate 
Diploma- or Masters-level teaching degree is 
something you could look at if you have already 
or almost completed a Bachelor-level degree 
in, Say, science or mathematics. To become 
a teacher of a particular subject, you'll be 
expected to have completed a certain number 
of relevant second year units. Graduate-entry 
teaching programs tend to take a year or two to 
be complete — again, assuming you're planning 
on studying it on a full-time basis. 

Undergraduate and graduate-entry teaching 
degrees are not too dissimilar. Both will give 
you experience in classrooms before throwing 
you out into the real world. Exactly how much 
experience you get, and how much of it is 
hands-on, depends on the university. 

There is a third option - the recently 
introduced Teach for Australia program (www. 
teachforaustralia.org), which basically gets 
you into a classroom after six weeks of intensive 
study. After two years with the program you walk 
away with a Masters-leve! qualification. 

The entry requirements for teaching degrees 
vary significantly depending on where and at 
what level you study but are generally none-too- 
strenuous. If you walked out of a Bachelor of 
Science with reasonable (i.e. something along 
the lines of a credit average) marks and are a 
fluent speaker and writer of English, you should 
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be fine. If you’re applying for an undergraduate 
teaching course, the entry requirements will 
probably be similarly stress free. Ultimately, 

the real test comes when you set foot in a 
classroom. Academic prowess or lack thereof 
isn’t the best indicator someone's ability to thrive 
in aroom full of kids. Of the people | started my 
two year long Master of Teaching with, maybe 
half were left come graduation day. 


The trades 


We never cover the trades in the traditional 
sense of the term — they don’t fall within the 
scope of what we normally do in the .edu 
column. The trades have taken a bit of a beating 
in recent years, with schools pushing students 
who may not be really interested or capable in 
the direction of university, university, university 
or, at the very least, diploma-level TAFE courses. 
The earnings of apprentices aren't attractive 
either. There’s no way of dodging the point: 
apprentice tradespeople get paid crap. Even 
when compared to journalists. 

Fully qualified tradespeople can do very well 
for themselves, though, particularly if they've the 
capacity and skills to run their own business. We 
know that the stereotypical tradesman is pretty 
much the opposite of the stereotypical geek but 
some trades, such as electronics, stand out as 
being attractive options to nerds who like to get 
their hands dirty. 


Specialise in Project Management 


The Faculty of Information Technology is introducing the 
Project management specialisation due to popular demand from 
students and the employment marketplace. Project Management 
can be beneficial to you no matter which industry you belong to 
or would like to be in such as the aeronautical, construction or 


technology industries. 


Choose from a range of coursework masters, graduate diplomas 
and certificates across all areas of information technology. 
Research programs, credit recognition, off-campus study and 
International Merit Scholarships are also available. Monash offers 


cutting-edge research, outstanding academics, superb facilities 
and a prestigious reputation recognised around the world. 


For further information visit it. monash.edu/postgrad 


CRICOS Provider: Monash University OOO08C 


MONASH University 


Information Technology 
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TUTORIAL 4 AUTOMATION 


trusty iPad and shows you how to put it to full use. 


ast month we showed you what was com/support/wifitutorial/ which works well, or _ in the shipped version that prevented reliable 
possible in the world of automation. download and use the free iHelp utility from the connection to our WPA2 secured Wifi network. 
his month, we demonstrate what that website. Note that the default WF2IR address Once you have attached the device to your wifi 

means for you. To start off, let's implement a is 169.254.1.70, so if configuring manually network you can then temporarily install it near 
system to control your TV and Foxtel box using you may wish to hardcode your PC's address your TV and connect the IR emitter onto your TV's 
an iPad. We assume that all good Atomicans to something on the 169.254.1.XxX subnet IR window. These are sometimes a challenge to 
have a wifi/wired network set up at home (and before you begin, or try your luck with Windows find, and if not obvious you may wish to return to 
that it's secure!). The last required component ‘obtaining an IP address automagically’. this step once you have your iRule program and 
is some hardware that actually provides the You should take the time to download remote control design downloaded and ready 
control. Global Cache has developed a range and flash the latest firmware for your iTach to go. You can then press buttons on your iRule 
of products which can assist us, called iTach. device before proceeding. We found a bug page to help locate the IR receiver on the TV! 


Check out http://www.globalcache.com/ 
products/itach/ to see what they have on offer. 


What to Control? 


In our example the TV to be controlled is a 
Panasonic plasma model. As is typical of most 
TVs this model offers only IR remote control; 
however, it does have discrete IR codes for on, 
off and input selection. We'll also control a Foxtel 
box and switch inputs on the TV to set up for 
some PS8 carnage. 


The Hardware Side 


The first step is to determine which Global Cache 
device you need and order it; use the WF2IR (wifi 
to IR) or IP2IR (wired LAN to IR) depending on 
your level of wirelessness. The distributors page 
on the Global Cache website has about a half 
dozen local resellers to choose from, or you can 
go direct to the USA. We got a WF2IR for about 
$A150 from a US supplier. 

Once it arrives ‘introduce’ it to your network 
and give it a static IP address. A tutorial can - Meet the Global Cache WF2IR, in the plastic. 
be found online at http://www.globalcache. 
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iRule Baby! 


On the software side we'll use an app on the 
Apple Store called iRule. This software has been 
developed independently and is one of a few apps 
that can talk to the same Global Cache hardware. 
It turns your iPhone/iPod/iPad into a touch screen 
remote conirol with snazzy buttons and gesture 
support, all for the princely sum of $50! Not bad! 
To do this you have to create an account 
on the iRule Builder website at http://www. 
iruleathome.com/irule-builder.html. iRule 
uses Google to handle its accounts so you'll 
have to create a Google account to log into the 
builder. Also, note that at the time of writing the 
interface appeared to function better when using 
Firefox than Internet Explorer. 
Once logged in you will see the builder 
interface consists of several areas (See Figure 
1). The left hand side contains your pages, or 
panels. The: centre area is for information and 
your actual editing area, while the right contains 
your available resources in the form of images 
and device control codes. iRule includes a huge 
range of images you can use in your design. If 
that favourite picture of your monkey is somehow 
not in their \ibrary (an obvious oversight!), you can 
create your own library and upload it. 
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Step 1 - 
Add your Devices 
Your first step should be to click on the Devices 
tab at the right and add your devices from the 
library. Click on the Actions drop down menu 
and select Browse devices. The popup allows 
you to select from a list of over 700 codesets, 
or you can learn and upload your own. Note 
that each device can have several different 
types of codes depending on what control 
interfaces it has. There are hex (Pronto) IR 
codes, Network or IP type codes, or codes in 
raw Global Cache format. You'll need to read 
up on this format before trying to use these as 
they can represent many types of codes. 

It's possible that you won't be able to find 
a codeset for your device, or you'll require a 
code that is missing. You could go hunting 
around the Interweb for them, or try learning 
them yourself. The iTach devices include a built 


in IR learner port near the power jack, which is very 
thoughtful as IR learners can cost as much as the 
gateway itself or even more. Download the free 
iLearn software from the GC website and learn it 

in yourself. The excellent tutorial at http://www. 
globalcache.com/support/ilearn-tutorial/ 
should get the job done. 


Step 2 - Create Panels 

ext you will want to define some ‘panels’ via the 
left window. Panels are normally organised by 
activity. You may have a panel for watching Free 
to Air TV, one for PS3 and another for watching 
Foxtel. By default when you start a new project 
you get a panel called MAIN (see Figure 4). This is 
the panel that gets displayed when you first open 
he iRule app on your device. Use this to display 
buttons for each activity (and the picture of your 
monkey, of course!). 

Select ‘Add item’ from the Panels dropdown 

menu and a new panel is created. A panel 


Note that each device can have several 
different types of codes depending on what 
control interfaces it has. 


The Finished Product (parts and accessories not included...) 
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(so many of them!) 


IR ‘codes’ are digital pulses of infra 
red light, modulated onto a carrier 


many variations of IR remote controls. 
Luckily nearly all device manufacturers 
purchase their IR encoders/decoders 
from only a handful of IC manufacturers. 
These IR chip manufacturers usually 
rely on a tested design using a fixed, 
known carrier frequency and offer each 
customer a set of codes to assign to the 
functions in their products. 

This is good (and bad) news as it 
means that these codes are often reused 
by the same manufacturer in their 
range of similar devices. For example, 

a manufacturer’s current DVD player 
may use the same IR codes as their first 
model, many years ago. Hence, if you 
can’t find codes for your exact device 
model, try using others from similar 
devices by the same manufacturer. You 
\_ may be surprised! 


Re: 
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IR Code ‘Standards’ 


frequency. This loose definition allows for 


You will also note that you can define both 
Portrait and Landscape orientation pages for 
the same Panel. You may have some basic 
controls appear when in portrait mode, but 
then advanced controls appear if you switch to 
landscape. All possible! Note also that you can 
define multiple pages per panel. You may only 
be able to fit your basic DVD transport controls 
(play, stop, pause etc.) on your first page, and 
define a second page in that panel for the all 
important menu controls. 


has various components you can define. 
‘Entrances’ allows a macro that runs when 
you switch to this Panel. You may use this to 
switch on the TV and select the correct input. 
iRule can take advantage of iPad movements 
or gestures too, so you can get creative 
about throwing your iPad around the room to 
adjust volume — not that we recommend that. 


File | Browse | Help 
r = cosa 


| Panels 9 OOtilea 
| OMAN 

| @ Entrances 

(3 Motions 

@ fo Gestures 


Portrait Pages 

| » Landscape Pages 
@ CHDIV 

| @ C)FOXTEL 

© PLAYSTATION 

(7) EMMAS FAVOURITES 


7 Atomic 
lo 
iPod iPad) ___ 
° 
"MAIN' Properties 
name MAIN 
shared no [x] 
description 
hidden no 5 
home panel yes [=] 
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a Add a landscape page to begin by right 
clicking the ‘Landscape Pages’ icon. You will 
note the centre section of the builder displays a 
black grid. If you click on the Page heading you 
will find various Properties you can change in the 
bottom left hand area. Note that you can change 
the grid resolution, and enable motions and 
gestures. You may wish to set your grid to 16 

by 16 for an iPad as this defines where you can 
place your buttons. 


» MAIN 


Panel contains entrances, gestures, motions, multiple portrait and landscape pages. 
Select one of the items below to navigate between panel views. 


Step 3 - 
Some Background.. 


A good page starts with a good background, 
and there are many to choose from in the iRule 
image library in the right hand area of the builder. 
Simply click ‘Browse image libraries’ from the 
Actions menu and select some to import. If, for 
some unfathomable reason, your monkey does 
not appear in the library, create your own and 
upload your image into it. Note that you will need 
to size your image to suit before uploading. 

Also note that each page defines its 
background independently so remember to 
repeat the process for each page in your design. 
Once you can see the image you wish to apply 
in the image library, click and drag it onto your 
page in the centre editor area. You may need to 


Sign out 
images) Devices ot 
| Actions o Oerie 


Entrances 0 entrances defined. 
Motions 0 motions defined 
Gestures 0 gestures defined. 
Portrait Pages 0 pages defined. 
Landscape Pages 1 page defined. 


| (3 Background iPhone Portrait 
3) Navigation 

& Background iPhone Landscape {| 
| 5 Source 
8 Numbers 
@ (9 Transport | 
(8 Misc 

| @ (8 Audio 

¢S) Common 

@ (9 Video | 
@ |) Background Inset 
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(3) Background iPad Landscape 
@ (5) Source iPad 

(5) Background iPad Portrait | 
@ (9) PS3 BD Remote 
@ (9) iPad Keyboard 
@ (5) Aus TV Logos 
(5) Aus Radio Logos 
(Image Library (19) | 
(9 Australian FTA_TV | 
(9) Image Library (21) 


Figure 1 -The iRule Interface. 
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Support high-end graphics cards 


including ATI Radeon HD 5970 
and NVIDIA Geforce GTX 580 
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Figure 2- Editing the Main panel. 


scroll around and check it is positioned correctly 
to cover the page. 

Tip: at the bottom of the centre editor area 
you will note a small drop down box which 
indicates which layer of the page you are working 
with. It is worth setting this to background while 
adjusting the background, and then flipping 
it to foreground while later working with the 
buttons on the page. Otherwise you can easily 
go to move a button and instead drag your 
background around! 


Step 4 - 
Push my Buttons baby! 


Once you have a background on your page 

it's time to add some buttons to do things. 
Buttons can be defined as a normal remote 
control button (eg Play), or a ‘link’, A link is used 
to change to a different panel (activity), or page 


| IR Codes 
| File Formats | 


So, how do you represent pulses of light | 
in a file format? You need to specify || 
the carrier frequency, plus the times 
to modulate the light on and off. To 
complicate matters some codes have 
repeating sections to cater for (such 
as Search Fast Forward). Various file 
formats exist for IR codes, each of | 
which is ‘proprietary’ according to the 
manufacturers. The de facto standard, 
however, appears to be the Pronto CCF | 
|| (hex) format. If you can obtain/convert 
| your codes to Pronto format you can 
usually import or paste the codes into IR 
programs by other manufacturers. There 
is a free iConvert program on the Global 
Cache (GC) website for converting 
Pronto hex codes into GC format, 
which is text-based and fairly easily 
understood. iRule will allow you to import 
Pronto codes from resources on the web, 


such as www.remotecentral.com 
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Figure 3- Buttons without valid commands 
often appear inferior and faded... 


Once you have got something looking 
reasonable you need to download it to your 
Apple device for testing. 


within a panel if you are navigating between 
transport and menu controls for example. 

In this example we will drag some appropriate 
buttons from the ‘Source iPad’ library onto the 
editor window and position them on the left 
hand side. Right click on each source button in 
the editor as you drop them and change them 
to links. You will note the properties in the lower 
left area change to reflect where the link is to, 
how big iRule thinks the button is and where on 
the grid it is positioned. You may need to play 
with these properties a bit to get your links and 
buttons where you want them. 

Tip: You will note that each Source button 
image comes in two flavours, active and inactive. 


Pay careful attention to which you use on each 
page as you build. When on the home page you 
will want all sources ‘inactive’, and highlight each 
with the active image when in the relevant panel. 

Next, drag some basic buttons that should 
appear on all pages into the editor and position 
them. We suggest volume, power and a ‘home’ 
button to return you to the home page. Note the 
home button will be a ‘link’, whereas the others 
are just ‘buttons’. Note also that the buttons 
appear in the page definition in the left hand area 
as they are added, with icons to indicate if they 
are configured as a link or a button. 

Once positioned on the page the volume 
controls need commands assigned to them. In 
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Figure 4- Defining your iTach Gateway in iRule. 
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Power Control of IR Devices 


Discrete codes are king but what if you don’t have them? Many domestic DVD/BluRay/ 
Network Media players simply don’t have discrete Power On/Off commands. Instead the 

|| power button ‘toggles’ the unit on or off. You need some feedback to determine when you 

|| should power on the device, and when not to. Luckily there are devices available to provide 
this feedback. They sense one of two things, either the amount of power being used, or the 
|| presence of a video signal. If the DVD is off it’s not producing a picture! 

| This then provides a logic signal indicating the power state of the device, which is then 
connected back into the iTach device into an IR port. The trick is to use the iTach device’s 
webpage to configure this port as an input rather than an IR output. Then you can use iRule 
to use this information when trying to power the DVD on or off reliably. 


= 


Figure 5 - Defining your iTach Gateway in iRule. 


this case we will assign the appropriate volume 
controls frorn the Panasonic Plasma set. Select 
the Devices tab in the right hand area of the 
builder and expand the TV device. Expand the 
‘Hex Codes’ heading and drag the appropriate 
commands onto the buttons. You will note that 
the button colour gets darker once it has a valid 
command on it. Buttons without commands 
attached appear ‘faded’ (see Figure 3). 

Tip: You can stack multiple commands onto a 
button if required to form a basic macro. You can 
also add delays into the macro if required. You 
may need to wait a few seconds after turning 
on the TV before switching to HDMI input for 
example. To do this right click on the button in 
the left hand area and select ‘Add delay’, then 
adjust the timing in the Properties window. 


Step 5 - Time to Test! 


Once you have got something looking 
reasonable and supporting some basic functions 
you need tc download it to your Apple device for 
testing. So, download iRule via the App Store. 
You must configure iRule in the iRule part of 
your Settings page to point to your iRule Builder 
login details. Here you should also add the IP 

of your Global Cache gateway. We have added 
an iTachlR gateway inventively called ‘New 
Gateway’ (see Figure 5). 

Note that you can potentially have many iTach 
devices hidden around your house and ‘rule 
them all’ via Rule. Once configured you should 
sync the design onto your iPad using the sync 
button (see Figure 6). 
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This is an important step as the iRule project 
defines your devices (TV and Foxtel) in the 
project. You can now easily add them to the 
gateway defined in the settings of iRule app, as 
in Figure 4. Note that there are three IR ports on 
the WF2IR gateway and these are individually 
controlled by iRule. You must plug the correct 
IR emitter into each port for it to work. You can 
‘see’ the TV emitter is plugged into port one, and 
Foxtel is on two. 


Step 6 - 
Rinse, and Repeat.. 


Once you have your design started and the 
ability to synch and test it on your devices, 
it's a matter of refining the design in the editor 


and then testing your changes out on your 
equipment. As you become familiar with the 
iRule interfact and the possibilities the builder 
offers, you will be able to get some complex 
control happening. ; 

Let the magic begin! (@& 
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Gateways New gateway 
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Channel 3 Connect devices 


Gateway Configuration 
Name New gateway 


IPv4 Address 192.168.1.66 


Figure 6 - Sync your project from your iPad. 
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The Total War series is tough on hardware, and Shogun 2 is no exception. 
Don’t be disheartened if you don’t have a ninja PC, though, as you can 
still make the game look great without sending frame rates plummeting. 


LOW DETAIL | HIGH DETAIL 
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Total War: Shogun 2 has myriad settings to tweak to achieve the best went from the Very High to Low presets at 1,920 x 1,080. We’d avoid 
balance of visuals and performance. The easiest way to manage these using the Low preset, though, as the game looks awful at this setting. 
settings is to use the presets, which range from Low to Very High. As a result, we settled for the Medium preset and tweaked a few 


Our test system was built around our usual 2.13GHz Intel Core 2 Duo _ individual settings to make the game run smoothly while still looking 
E6400, Nvidia GeForce GX 260 (rev 1) and 2GB DDR2 memory. We pretty. Read on to see which settings are worth tweaking, and which 
saw the minimum frame rate increase from 16fps to 76fos when we you should leave alone. 
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Advanced settings 
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Some Stale in Total War: Shogun 2 can be enabled with little or no impact on performance, 
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TEXTURE FILTERING 


Texture filtering is set to its basic Trilinear setting 
by enh no matter which preset you use. 
Raising this to 16x AF reduced our average and 
minimum frame rates by just 1fps. There’s little 
point in te anything other than 16x AF, so 
this should be the first change you make. ° 


PARTICLE EFFECTS 


The particle effects setting controls how the 
game displays mist, dust and fog. Reducing 
this from high to low netted us an extra 2ffos 

and age little difference to the game's visuals — 
we actually preferred playing the game without 
the annaying fog as we were better able to see 
what was happening. 


et i Ss 


rs can be disabled without affecting the visuals much. These should be the first settings 


GRASS QUALITY 

Dropping the grass quality setting from high to 
low secured us another 2fps increase in frame 
rate. This reduced the quantity and quality of the 
grass in the game, but you'll only notice the 
difference with the camera closely zoomed in, 
which you shouldn’t be doing very often anyway. 


VIGNETTE 

Vignette claims to be alighting effect but we 
couldn't see any discemable difference when we 
switched between the on and offsettings. Asa 
result, we’d suggest tuming it off. You'll only gain 
fps by making this change, butif you’re just on 
the cusp of playable frame rates then it could be 


the only change youneed to make. 
Tose. 
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Ifyou’re really struggling to play the game, you 
may need to change some of the more wide- 
ranging settings. These have noticeable effects 


onthe visuals, though, so leave them alone if 
possible. 


SHADOWS 


As with most games, turning off shadows has a 
dramatic effect on the quality of the visuals. 
You'll net a large 6fps increase if you turn down 
this setting, so it’s tempting if you need a boost, 
but we’d leave it at medium if you can. 


UNIT DETAIL 


Setting the unit detail at low simplifies the 
models used for your soldiers and dispenses 
with the small movements they make when 
standing at ease. You'll achieve a 3fps boost by 
dropping this setting to low, but you'll have to 
put up with your cavalry looking and moving 
like cardboard cut-outs. Leave this alone if you 
possibly can. 


UNIT SIZE 


As you'd expect, the unit size option changes 
the size of the units in the game. Lowering this 
from the default large setting makes the game 
easier to run (to the tune of 4fps) but the battles 
become distinctly less epic. We'd rather 
preside over grand battles than schoolyard 
scuffles, so leave this set as high as you can. 


SHADER MODEL 


This option has only high and low settings. 
Using the low setting results ina massive frame 
rate boost, but this should be alast resort, as 
the game looks awful with it set to low. If you 
really need to play the game at the high setting 
then it’s time to buy anew graphics card. 
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here are very few games that have had us as 
| excited at Battlefield 3 - we’ve been hanging 
out for it for ages, and have had to try really, really 

hard not to measure every shooter than we play 
against our BF8 anticipation level. 

So we're pretty thrilled with this month’s engine 
room. To say the least. 

Of course, that’s not all that we've got for you 
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this month. In fact, it’s not even the biggest thing 
we have for you this month: that would be a 10- 
page round-up on three-screen gaming! 

There's also our usual chaotic selection of 
previews and reviews, including Ghost Recon: 
Shadow Wars, Space Marine and, speaking of 
impossible anticipation levels, a certain little cake- 
obsessed game called Portal 2. Mmm... cake. 
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We get up close and personal with 
three-screen gaming. 
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You might have an awesome PC, but what about everything else? Clive Webster 
and Antony Leather investigate how to get the most out of your computer. 


oth Nvidia and AMD are pushing the 

concept of three-screen gaming, but 

does it really offer a more immersive 
experience than a single large screen? We set 
about finding out, only to discover that there 
wasn't a simple yes or no answer — it depends 
massively on what types of games you play 
and how you interact with your machine. We've 
investigated which games benefit from three- 
screen setups, and to what extent. We've even 
looked into which games support three-screen 
setups, as compatibility is never assured with 
new developments such as this. 

Running games at super-widescreen 
resolutions of 5,670 x 1,080 (or even 3,240 x 
1,920 if you run the screens in portrait mode) 
also places considerable demand on your 
hardware, so we look at what kinds of graphics 
card you will need to get the best three-screen 
gaming experience. However, for the main bulk 
of this feature, we used three graphics card 
options: an AMD Radeon HD 6970 2GB for our 
EyeFinity testing; an Nvidia GeForce GTX 570 
1.3GB for our single-screen testing with a 30in 
monitor; and a pair of pre-overclocked Nvidia 
GeForce GTX 460 1GB cards for our Nvidia 
Surround testing. We tested on a Core i7-950 
system with 6GB of 1,600MHz DDR3 memory 
and a Corsair F128 SSD, swapping between 
a single 30in Dell UltraSharp 3000WFP and a 
Samsung three-screen MD230X3 kit for each 
type of game. 

The choice between a single large screen and 
multiple monitor setups is an intensely personal 
one — it depends on what games you prefer, 
compatibility and whether you use the kinds 
of non-gaming applications that might take 
advantage of three screens. Read on to find out 
how to make your PC as awesome as possible, 
and which setup is right for you. 


GAMEPLAY yy THREE SCREENS 


[: is a truth universally acknowledged that 

a gamer in possession of a mouse and 
keyboard must be in want of an FPS. This genre 
dominates the retail shelves and download lists, 
with games such as Call of Duty: Black Ops 
breaking sales records in much the same way 
as Hollywood blockbusters do. Our appetite 

for first-person shooters is unrelenting, so we 
started our investigation with Black Ops, the 
James Cameron of the gaming world, which has 
achieved sales figures that would make even the 
most ardent capitalist blush. 

Black Ops doesn't actually support triple- 
screen gaming, but you can use a free tool called 
Widescreen Fixer (see www.widescreenfixer. 
org) to force compatibility. You need to 
download .dll files for each game you own, and 
launch the application before you launch the 
game, which is a little clunky. You'll also need to 
set the resolution in the game's Options menu, 
and hit the hot key to activate the Widescreen 
Fixer (*, by default), otherwise the game suffers 
from the same FOV issue as Mass Effect 2. 
Sadly, Widescreen Fixer doesn't work with Mass 
Effect 2, but it's fine for Black Ops. 

Once fixed, Black Ops performs well in 
triple-screen mode. We could see much 
more of the action at a 
glance, which definitely 


To take full advantage of gaming 
on three screens, remember to 


pick up your visual scanning. 
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gave us an edge when we went online to test our 
skills. The 200 per cent increase in screen space 
also helped us suspend our disbelief to a greater 
extent, as the battles filled our peripheral vision. 
This lasted until the game's dialogue kicked in, 
as the testosterone-fuelled macho men are still 
laughably over the top. 

The Widescreen Fixer is required for either the 
Nvidia Surround or AMD EyeFinity setup, and 
helpfully arranges the HUD around the centre 
screen where it should be. The menus also 
appear only in the centre screen, although some 
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SHOOTERS 


cut scenes were split awkwardly across two of 
the screens. However, our SLI setup was marred 
by overheating issues with the top graphics card 
— if you're going to run more than one graphics 
card, make sure you have excellent cooling. 

Playing Black Ops made us yearn for a 
more sophisticated shooter, so we reached 
for Battlefield: Bad Company 2 and set about 
knocking down walls with the Frostbite 2.0 
engine. The game looked incredible, and we 
frequently paused just to take in the sumptuous 
jungle valley and snow-shrouded savannahs. 
Bad Company 2 is fully optimised for three- 
screen gaming, with all the HUD elements and 
menus gathered around the central screen. 
While the ability to see so much more of our 
surroundings made the game look excellent, it 
also added to our enjoyment. We were able to 
see our squad-mates on either side of us and 
pick up enemy movements in our peripheral 
vision. Romping through the various theatres of 
war had never been so much fun. 

Playing both FPS games on our 30in screen, 
with its comparatively modest 2,560 x 1,600 
pixels, was still fun but significantly less so. 

The screen's extra height (both physically and 

in terms of pixel rows) didn't add much to our 
enjoyment or our field of vision, and the narrower 
width felt more restrictive. But overall, even after 
the three-screen setup, using the 30in screen 

to play FPS games didn't feel as claustrophobic 
or cramped as switching from three screens for 
other games, as a field of view that's 2,560 x 
1,600 pixels is still sufficient to see every threat 
that comes at you. 


With FPS games, the more screen 
space you have, the better. 
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Rew games seem like the perfect genre 
for an ultra-wide display, offering a greater 
view of your surroundings and letting you sense 
the world whizzing past in your peripheral vision, 
which should deliver a richer, more immersive 
experience. However, single large screens are 
hardly narrow, especially if you have a screen 
with a 16:9 aspect ratio, as these look more 
panoramic than 16:10 screens. We tested our 
three-screen set-up with two of the most popular 
racing games of the day - Need for Speed: Hot 
Pursuit and Colin McRae: Dirt 2. 

We started by playing the games on the triple- 
screen setup with the AMD Radeon HD 6970 
2GB. Dirt 2 has been optimised for EyeFinity, so 
it played excellently. The HUD elements were 
displayed eround the central screen, so we 
could easily see our speed and damage levels, 
while the side screens showed the peripheral 
view to either side of our car. Our inner-Spock 
constantly told us that the side screens didn't 
really add anything, as we were so focused on 
the patch of road immediately ahead that we 
couldn't possibly take in the scenery rushing 
past to our left and right. What do Vulcans know 
about fun, though, even imaginary ones? 


RACING GAMES 


THREE SCREENS * 


Despite our steely focus on the road 
ahead, our peripheral vision still saw enough 
of what was happening on the side screens for 
us to feel as though we were rushing through the 
deserts, tracks and streets of Dirt 2. Most of the 
time we could only perceive the walls and cliff 
faces of the various circuits and tracks, but this 
still added to an enjoyable sense of speed. 

The three-screen setup really came into 
its own when we dropped the camera into 
the driver's seat. Usually, this view feels quite 
claustrophobic, but with three widescreen 
displays, it was much more realistic. We could 
see out of both side windows just by glancing 
to the left and right, and when cars came 
alongside, we really felt as though we were in the 
thick of things, jostling for track position while 
swapping paint. 

The experience with the two GeForce GTX 
460 1GB cards in SLI wasn't quite as enjoyable, 
as the action suffered from micro-stutters when 
racing and pauses in the menu screens. Apart 
from these issues, the game looked identical to 
the AMD setup, with the HUD only on the centre 
screen, as it should be. 

In Hot Pursuit, the SLI Surround issues 
were more pronounced, with the 
game running at around 

15fps. On the HD 
6850 2GB, the game 
was as smooth as it 
could be. However, 
while the frame rate 
was consistently 
high, the game was 
slightly frustrating to 

play on three screens. 

The important HUD elements, such as 


GAMEPLAY 


TOP TIP 
Use asingle-GPU card to 


stop performance issues 
hindering your lap time. 


whether you have any Nitro boost, were pushed 
to the extreme left and right, making them all but 
useless as we tried to keep one eye on the road 
and another on information that was now roughly 
18in away. The game wasn't unplayable though; 
if anything, Hot Pursuit running across three 
screens created an even greater sense of speed 
than we experienced with Dirt 2. 

However annoying the splayed HUD elements 
might have been, switching back to playing 
either Dirt 2 or Hot Pursuit on a single screen — 
even the largest one we could find — felt weirdly 
restrictive after the joy of three screens. We 
became very accustomed to having a super- 
wide field of view, and we genuinely missed it 
once it was gone. At least the GeForce GTX 570 
1.3GB could play both games easily on a 30in 
screen with consistently high frame rates. 


Three-screen racing is great fun, 
especially if you use the driver- 

view camera angle - just beware 
of the patchy support for HUDs. 
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STRATEGY GAMES 


Se games have plenty to gain froma 
huge screen, as they usually involve many 


windows and you constantly need to keep 
track of what your enemies are doing on the far 
side of the map. However, it's also this reliance 
on menus, screens, HUDs and other screen 
elements that made us extremely curious as to 
whether or not strategy games could cope with 
the peculiarities of using three screens. 

Our testing didn't proceed well — Starcraft 
2 doesn't want to know about very large 
screens at all. The game refused to offer any 
resolution beyond 1,920 x 1,080, and with 
no option to change the aspect ratio or other 
settings, we were stumped. There are 
some hacks that the members of the 
Widescreen Gaming Forum have 
managed to produce (see www. 
widescreengamingforum.com), 
but these are imperfect and often 


that was rolled out no longer works, but even 
the screenshot shows the HUD stretching the 
entire width of the screens, which would lead to 
an incredible amount of time spent moving the 
cursor from one side to the other. 

The blocking of super-large display sizes is 
due to the fact that huge screens are seen as 
unfair advantages in the competitive world of 
Starcraft 2 —- you'd be able to see enemies much 
earlier or view your entire base without the need 
to scroll. As such, we doubt that Starcraft 2 will 
ever take full advantage of three screens. 

On the Nvidia Surround system, Starcraft 2 
only showed an image on the centre screen, with 

the others displaying nothing at all. The AMD 
EyeFinity system instead opted to show the 
same image across all three screens, which 


me was very distracting. 


Our next game, Civilization V, does 
handle three-screen gaming, and our 
initial impressions were good. Videos 
were shown on the centre screen 
ré only, while the side screens were 
displayed as black — the placement 
of the Civilization V logo on the right 
screen was a welcome flourish. 
In the game itself, however, the 
implementation of three-screen 
support was less polished, with 
the HUD tossed to the farthest 
corners of the screen. This quickly 
became annoying, as we found 
ourselves constantly having to click on 
update notifications in the bottom right, then 
move the cursor 5ft over to the production 
queue HUD element arranged down 
the far left-hand side. 


end up being blocked by patches. The last fix Gin, 


pf 
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TOP TIP 
You can use three screens in 
portrait mode to make a large, 
more square-shaped display. 


We should also report that, while the game ran 
perfectly on the single-GPU AMD system, we saw 
missing textures when playing Civilization V with 
the Nvidia surround system, which relies on SLI. 
We could force these missing textures to appear 
if we moved the screen up to touch them with the 
bottom of our screen, but that isn't the point. 

One feature that we did find useful in Civilization 
V was the ability to position the triple screens in 
portrait mode. The Samsung MD230x kit we 
used for this testing allows this, and many screens 
can be twisted into portrait mode too. With the 
screens in portrait mode, there's a more square 
resolution of 3,240 x 1.920 (it's an aspect ratio of 
27:16, which is fairly close to the 5:4 ratio of 1,280 
x 1,024 screens); this gives you a nice big viewing 
area, but requires much less work in moving the 
cursor from one side of the screen to another. 


The patchy support can make 
using the many windows, menus 
and HUD elements of strategy 
games tricky to use. 
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VY could argue that every game is a role- 
playing game - otherwise you'd just be 
playing yourself, and sitting down for a few hours 
of Office Worker 2011 doesn't sound like a lot 
of fun to us. However, the RPG genre is defined 
by the ability to mould a game character into a 
unique persona through experience, equipment 
and clothing. RPGs are also defined by the 
number of incredibly forgetful or lazy inhabitants; 
if you saw the saviour of the world walking by, 
would you really ask them to kill the rats in your 
basement or find your missing shoe? 

We started our triple-screen tests with Mass 
Effect 2 because it's still one of our favourite 
games, despite being over a year old. The 
storytelling is excellent, the combat fun and the 
graphics superb. However, the game simply 
doesn't know what to do with three screens 
configured as a Single Large Screen and, as far 
as triple-screen gaming goes, that means it's a 
dead duck. 

The problem is a fundamental one with the 
aging Unreal 3 Engine on which Mass Effect 
2 is based. This game engine is too stupid to 
understand the 16:3 aspect ratio of a landscape 
triple-screen setup, so instead it draws 1,920 
x 1,080 and zooms in on the middle third. The 
game does at least place the HUD elements on 
this middle third, but the view was so narrow 
that we could barely see past Shepard's head. 
In the end, the blockiness of the zoomed-in 
graphics made us quit the game in the fear that it 
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might tarnish our love of it. 
Oddly, while Bioware has 
addressed this problem 

in games such as Dragon 
Age: Origins, it has said 

it won't make a patch for 
Mass Effect 2. 

Our Mass Effect 2 
experiments thwarted, we 
moved on to Fallout: New 
Vegas, which supports 
AMD's EyeFinity technology 
through a special option 
in the Aspect Ratio menu. 
The implementation is 
patchy, though, with splash 
screens and the main menu 
stretching across the three 
screens while videos play 
neatly at the proper aspect 
ratio on the centre screen. 
Oddly, the mouse tracking is way off in the main 
menu too; it was as though our pointer was 
magnetic and areas of the main menu screen 
repulsed it. We didn't notice this effect in the 
game, thankfully. 

When we managed to get past the main 
menu, we didn't like the way the HUD elements 
were arranged over the breaks between the 
centre screen and the side screens, as it made 
it harder to read instructions or understand the 
sliders. Our final gripe is that the text of the Pip- 
Boy was blurry and low-res almost to the point 
of illegibility. 

These issues aside, we loved the expansive 
views of New Vegas and found the extra 


With such ropey support, and with the 
need to have HUDs and equipment 
screens neatly arranged, it’s best to 
stick to role-playing on a single screen. 


peripheral vision as enjoyable and 
useful as it was with our FPS games. While 
New Vegas supports AMD's EyeFinity 3-screen 
technology, it doesn't support Nvidia's Surround 
alternative at all. Worse still, the latest patch 
for the game has broken all the .INI hacks 
that allowed players to add support manually. 
While switching to the 30in screen resolved 
the issues we had with the Eyefinity setup, we 
found the extra height offered by the 30in screen 
redundant. We couldn't care less about seeing 
a bit more of the ground immediately in front of 
us, or the skybox overhead — it was screen width 
that we craved, and in this respect we were left 
wanting. 
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uting Begins Here 
Get ready for aj/mind blowing media experience 
when you upgrade to a GIGABYTE 6-series 
motherboard. BHvery component on GIGABYTE 
6-series motherboards is designed and 
engineered to deliver exceptional performance 
and clarity for dec computing needs. Powered 


by the Intel® G-series chipset with support for 
2nd Generation Intel® Core™ processors, these 
motherboards | enjoy uniquely developed 
technologies such as Dual CPU Power Technol- 
ogy and Ultra Gurabie 3™ design, that ensure a 
reliable and enjoyable computing experience. 


Maximum CPU Power Delivery 


Delivers 


D<MAATIAAA 
CPU Power 


GIGABYTE 6 series motherboards with their 
unique CPU power design, promise to deliver 
first class system performance and stability. 
With up to 24 phase power, Dual CPU Power 
and Power Phase Boost with Multi-gear Switch- 
ing, the world’s leading motherboard CPU 
power technology will soon be available on 
performance and even mainstream mother- 
board models instead of only being available on 
extreme models, as it has been in the past. 


New VRD 12 (Voltage Regulator 
Down) Specification Design 


100% Hardware CPU 


GIGABYTE 6 series motherboards are 
designed with Intel’s latest Voltage Regulator 
Down specification (VRD 12) using Intel® 
qualified Intersil PWM controllers that offer 
SerialVID (SVID) for transferring power 
management information between the proces- 
sor and voltage regulator controller. This allows 
more robust and efficient signaling control 
between the CPU and PWM controller, hence 
delivering a more energy efficient platform. 


Dual CPU Power 


Longer Lifetime 
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GIGABYTE’s proprietary Dual CPU Power 
Technology allows CPU VRM power phases to 
split evenly into 2 sets of power engines that 
operate in tandem. This allows 1 set of power 
phases to rest while the other is active as 
opposed to a traditional power design where all 
the power phases are always active. As such, 
GIGABYTE Dual CPU Power effectively halves 
the amount of work done by each set of power 
phases to significantly increase motherboard 
durability and reliability. 


GIGABYTE DualBIOS™ with 3TB+ 
HDD Support 


GIGABYTE Patented’ 
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GIGABYTE DualBIOS™ is a patented technol- 
ogy that automatically recovers BIOS data when 
the main BIOS has crashed or failed. Featuring 
2 physical BIOS ROMs integrated onboard, 
GIGABYTE DualBIOS™ allows quick and 
seamless recovery from BIOS damage or failure 
due to viruses or improper BIOS updating. In 
addition, GIGABYTE DualBIOS™ now supports 
booting from hard drives that are 3TB 
(terabytes) or more without the need for 
partitioning, and effectively provides future- 
proofing for higher volume single drive data 
storage. 


Driver MOSFETs 


By incorporating the MOSFETs and driver IC in 
accordance with the Intel® Driver MOSFET 
specification, GIGABYTE 6 series. mother- 
boards allow higher power transfer and 
increased efficiency at higher switching 


frequencies to satisfy the power requirements 
of modern processors. Driver MOSFETs also 
help to reduce VRM real estate requirements 
for a cleaner, less cluttered CPU zone. 
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GIGABYTE 6 Series Motherboards 
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GIGABYTE 6 Series Motherboards 


Supports 


*Available features vary by model. Please visit the 
GIGABYTE website to see a complete listing of 
motherboard model features. 


For additional information about the GIGABYTE 6 series 
motherboards, please visit the GIGABYTE website at:http: 
http://www.gigabyte.com/products/main.aspx?s=42 
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FLIGHT SIMS 


[recess the screen real estate is always 
useful in flight simulators. An increased 
horizontal perspective not only more closely 
emulates the view from an actual cockpit, 

but it also makes navigation and complex 
manoeuvres, such as landings or aerobatics, 
easier to execute. Our 30in display, on the other 
hand, provided a bigger vertical field of view 


in both X-plane 9 
and Microsoft Flight 
Simulator X, generally 
eliminating the need 
to pan to see the instruments. 
While triple-screen systems offer a greater 
in-game advantage, you're still very much 
aware of the side bezels; these are well within 


your peripheral vision, even when you're 
concentrating on landings. We 
often found it necessary to use 
the hat switch on our joystick 
to pan around the cockpit, 
increasing our awareness. This 
became far more frequent when 
performing aerobatics, when you 
rely far more on a clear view of 
the horizon than on instruments. 
AMD's Eyefinity and Nvidia's 
Surround showed similar results 
using three monitors with both 
FSX and X-Plane 9. Zooming 
out in the virtual cockpit mode 
is the quickest way to create 
a larger field of view that 
stretches across all three 
monitors, although Microsoft's 
Flight Simulator X allows you to marginally 
increase the field of view to make better use of 
the extra screen space. You can also create new 
windows to view different parts of the aircraft, 
as well as control panels and equipment such 
as the GPS and radio stack. These can then 
_ be dragged onto additional monitors so that 
they're permanently in view - this is handy if 
you regularly use radio navigation, which is one 
of FSX's best features. However, in FSX, the 
lowest zoom setting wasn't sufficient to increase 


TOP TIP 


Carefully laying out your controls 
in custom windows is a great 
way to take advantage of three- 
screens in Flight Simulator X. 
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the horizontal field of view by a significant 
margin; plus, due to the extreme aspect ratio, 
the reduced vertical field of view meant that we 
constantly had to pan up and down to be able to 
see the instruments in virtual cockpit mode. Even 
then, the amount of visible sky was tiny. 

X-Plane 9 provides more in-depth control 
over the field of view, however, with the ability 
to tweak the settings of both the X and Y axes 
field of view as standard. We found that using 
a lateral field view setting of 130 degrees and a 
vertical field of view setting of 40 degrees suited 
our hardware. This provided a good view of the 
cockpit, while maintaining the correct aspect 
ratio for both instruments and external objects. 
Unlike FSX, the view of the sky didn't feel 
constrained, despite the significantly increased 
horizontal field of view. 
n X-Plane 9, the three-screen setup proved 
far more immersive, with a huge horizontal field 
of view that was almost dizzying at first. The 
extreme aspect ratio took some getting used 
to, but the scenery, particularly at medium to 
high altitude, looked amazing. The additional 
screen real estate made using a single monitor 
look like tunnel vision by comparison. The only 
downside, which was an issue in both FSX and 
X-Plane 9, was that the menu bar was always 
on the far left monitor. As the mouse is used for 
activating switches in the cockpit on the centre 
monitor, reaching the menu required some frantic 
thrashing of the mouse to move the cursor to the 
menu bar. 


Three-screen gaming provides clear 
benefits for flight sims, as long as 
you can customise the FOV. 
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As quintessential mil-sim of the moment 
is still ArmA Il: Operation Flashpoint in our 
opinion, so we were interested to see if any PC 
currently available could handle running this 
notoriously intensive title at a resolution of 5,760 
x 1,080 without bursting into flames. 
We were also curious as to how 
Track IR's head tracking system 
would work on a three-screen setup. 
We therefore started our testing with the most 
powerful graphics card we had in this test, at the 
relatively low 2,560 x 1,600 resolution of our 30in 
screen. Despite having to run the game using the 
High settings preset rather than Very High, we 
enjoyed our missions to Madeupistan and saw 
reasonably high frame rates too. 
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However, switching to the three-screen setup 
blew us away. The field of view was massive, 
and a quick glance to the left or right revealed 
exactly where our squad mates were positioned. 
In fact, the field of view was so wide that there 
was little need for Track IR. While it's great to be 
able to scan around using Track IR, especially 
in vehicles and helicopters where Track IR lets 
you look around without changing the direction 
of movement, the sheer size of your field of view 
on the ground is generally sufficient. Considering 
that three large widescreen monitors give you 
a field of view that's roughly 5ft wide, and that 
you're constantly scanning for enemies (you end 
up dead pretty quickly if you don't), you'll need to 
dial down the horizontal sensitivity of Track IR if 
you use it. 

We encountered some 
niggles with the three-screen 
setup, however, and only a 
search through the Advanced 
graphics menu resolved these. 
While the Nvidia Surround 
driver picked up the right 
resolution and seemed to apply 

all the settings automatically, 
we still had to force the Aspect 
Ratio to Triple Head (16:3) 

to get the best experience. 

Not doing so meant that the 
important HUD elements, 

such as your ammo level and 
compass, were shoved to the 
far edges of the screens, making 
them extremely tricky to see. 
With the 16:3 aspect ratio in 
force, ine HUD was arranged 


TOP TIP 
If you're going to use two graphics 
cards to play demanding games, 
you'll need a side intake fan to 

keep your cards cool. 


around the centre screen, as it should be. This 
extended to menu screens and the map too, 
where the items with which you needed to 
interact were gathered around the centre screen. 
This was an excellent arrangement — before 

we found the 16:3 aspect ratio setting, we had 
to move the mouse pointer the full 5ft from 
drop-down menus in the top-left to the Continue 
buttons near the bottom right. 

Our initial impression of ArmA II with Eyefinity 
was worse than our initial reaction with Nvidia, as 
the driver and game disagreed to the extent that 
ArmA II's FOV (Field Of View) setting was totally 
wrong. Like Mass Effect 2, the game thought it 
had to draw 5,670 x 3,240 pixels, and cropped 
off a third from the top and bottom. Setting the 
resolution and aspect ratio manually resolved 
this, however. 

We suffered an SLI-related issue with our 
‘extensive ArmA II testing’ though — overheating. 
Despite the fans on our two cards whirring like 
hairdryers, the top card's GPU frequently hit 100 
degrees or higher, causing crashes and even a 
full system restart. The two single-card setups 
were much more reliable. 


= 


The huge field of view is excellent 
and makes ArmA II look more 
realistic than ever. You might 
need to tweak your Track IR 
settings, however. 
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GAMEPLAY y THREE SCREENS 


THREE SCREEN PERFORMANCE 


With so many pixels to push to your three screens, we see what kind of hardware 
you need to run to get smooth frame rates. 


Gaming across three screens requires serious 
graphical muscle from your PC, but we believe 
it should still be manageable on a $350 budget. 
AMD agrees with us, as its most expensive 
single GPU card is the Radeon HD 6970 2GB, 
which costs around $370, while cards based 
around Nvidia's excellent GeForce GTX 570 
1.3GB cost around the same. 

As we wanted to fairly and objectively 
compare the experience of three-screen gaming, 
we also set a budget of $350 for our Nvidia 
Surround setup, which requires SLI. This meant 
that we could opt for a pair of pre-overclocked 
GeForce GTX 460 1GB cards — the overclock 
sets the GPU core to 800MHz and the stream 
processors to 1,600MHz, while the memory is 
set to 1GHz (4GHZz effective). 

We were surprised to find that the SLI system 
was faster than the HD 6970 2GB in ArmA Il, 
managing a playable minimum of 26fps rather 
than 21 fps, but this is an example of how 
powerful multi-GPU setups can be. In all the 


Nvidia forces you to use SLI if you want three-screen gaming 


other games, however, the pair of GTX 460 1GB 
cards was significantly slower than the single 
HD 6970 2GB. We were disappointed to find 
that even AMD's fastest card couldn't manage 
playable frame rates in Bad Company 2. 
In both Bad Company 2 and Colin McRae 

Dirt 2, we encountered stutter issues on the SLI 
system, which made the game either unpleasant 
to play or, in the latter's case, just plain unplayable. 
We've therefore awarded the SLI system a 
minimum frame rate of 1Ofps in Dirt 2 rather than 
the 30fps minimum that FRAPS recorded; FRAPS 
recorded a minimum of 10fps in Bad Company 
2. Every now and then, the SLI system would run 
leed for Speed: Hot Pursuit at around 15fps, 
but playing the race again, or exiting and then 
reloading the game typically gave the performance 
levels shown in the graphs. Disappointingly, 
Fallout: New Vegas isn't compatible with Nvidia's 
Surround technology at all. 

With the performance and experience of 
he SLI system so wildly variable, a fast AMD 


FALLOUT: NEW VEGAS 
5,760 x 1,080, 4x AA, 16x AF, Ultra quality 
H2D 6970 2CB (37fps a 58 fps 
SLIGTX 4601GB Not supported 


ARMA II: OPERATION ARROWHEAD 
5,760 x 1,080, Normal AA, Normal AF, High quality 
HD 69702GB (21fps i 8 26fps 
SLIGTX 4601GB (26fsS =D 37fps 


BATTLEFIELD: BAD COMPANY 2 
5,760 x 1,080, 4x AA, 16x AF, Ultra quality 
HD69702GB (22fpsl 27fps 
SLIGTX 4601GB (Ofps 32fps 


COLIN MCRAE: DIRT 2 
5,760 x 1,080, 4x AA, 16x AF, Maximum quality 
HD 6970 2GB (34fps sD 40fps 
SLIGTX4601GB (fps Sifps 


NEED FOR SPEED: HOT PURSUIT 
5,760 x 1,080, 4x AA, 16x AF, Maximum quality 
HD69702GB GSfps ND 60fps 
SLIGTX4601GB (35fpsi i) 38 fps 


©) Minimum — i Average 


Test kit: 2.93GHz Core i7-940 processor, Gigabyte GA-XS8A-UD2R Rev 
2 motherboard, 6GB of Corsair Vengeance ,600MHz DDR3 mem 
256GB Crucial RealSSD C300 SSD, Catalyst 111 WHQ! 
266.58 WHQL pe 


graphics card is really the only option left for 
three-screen gaming. If you insist on using 
maximum detail levels in your games (and 
you should) then you could consider using 
three 1,680 x 1,050 screens. This will deliver 
a comparable experience, but the 18 per cent 
fewer pixels should lead to an 18 per cent 
increase in the frame rate. 


LIVING WITH THREE SCREENS 


While a three-screen setup can make gaming a much more enveloping 


experience, working in Windows can be a pain in the neck. 


Are: Eyefinity and Nvidia's Surround both 
ake having three screens needlessly 


tedious, as both technologies trick Windows 
into treating multiple screens as a Single Large 
Screen (SLS). This means that Windows treats 
your 5ft-wide display as a single screen, so 
the Task bar, for example, is stretched from 
one extreme to the other. Want to flick easily 
between the Start Menu and the System Tray? 
You might want to increase the sensitivity of 
your mouse first. 
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The SLS nature of the display also means 
that Windows 7's Snap feature is broken — hit 
the Windows Key and the left cursor key, 
for example, and Windows should snap the 
selected window to the left half of your single 
display. With three screens and patchy SLS 
implementation, the window will resize to 
one and a half screens, which looks horrible. 
We tried to set up two user accounts in 
Windows 7 — one for work purposes with the 
SLS disabled, and one for gaming with SLS 


enabled; however, SLS is a universal setting, 
so this didn't work. 

Even disabling and then enabling an SLS 
again is a prolonged process. Disabling an 
SLS leads to Windows cloning a single-screen 
desktop across two displays. You then need 
to unclone the displays, force Windows to 
pick up the third screen and then set up the 
screen positioning from scratch. Constantly 
configuring an SLS before and after gaming 
sessions is very annoying. 
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CONCLUSION 


After weeks of testing with a full range of games and genres, 
we Can now deliver the verdict on three-screen gaming. 


Around five years ago, many people thought that 
widescreen gaming was pointless, but the fact 
is that the more peripheral vision that a game 
fills, the more engaging it feels. AMD's Eyefinity 
and Nvidia's Surround may appear to take this 
concept to a ludicrous extreme, but they also 
provide tangible benefits. 

Most of us were initially sceptical that Eyefinity 
or Surround would actually add to the experience 
in any way. After all, if you're playing a racing 
game, you're concentrating on the patch of road 
directly ahead, not the scenery; if you're romping 
through an FPS, you're looking along your sights 
most of the time. Anyone who spent some time 
playing with the three-screen setup found it to be 
great fun to use, however. 

The sense of speed in racing games was 
enhanced as the game's scenery rushed by 
on either side, while the extra field of view for 
first-person games was extraordinary. Logically, 
we might justify the latter feeling as the ability to 
identify enemies more quickly than on a single 
screen — and this is true — but mostly, it was just 
amazing to look at such a large display. Just 
as we want to run games at their highest detail 
setting with 4x AA to increase the spectacle and 
make the game more enjoyable, we now find 
three-screen gaming to be utterly desirable. 

There's a caveat, however, which isn't the 
fact that many games don't support three- 
screen resolutions - although this alone is a 
major consideration. We're most aggrieved by 
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SETTING UP 
AMD EYEFINITY 


All AMD Radeon HD 5000-series and 
HD 6000-series graphics cards support 
three-screen Eyefinity. As you'll be 
dealing with extremely high resolutions, 
however, you'll need a powerful card. 
Next, you'll need to ensure that your 
screens have the appropriate signal 
inputs, and that you have the correct 
cables. The card only has three output 
engines, which control multiple output 
ports; you need to use at least one of the 
DisplayPort outputs and only up to one of 
the DVI outputs. 

Once you've got your cables and 
screens sorted, you need to create a new 
group of screens. Thankfully, the wizard 
is pretty intuitive. 
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the fact that the implementation from both AMD 
and Nvidia is half-arsed. Both technologies rely 
on fooling Windows into thinking that the three 
screens are actually just one Single Large Screen 
(SLS), but this breaks basic elements of the 
Windows 7 interface. We want to have three 
separate screens in Windows and a configured 
SLS profile invoked automatically as soon as we 
run a game, and then disabled as soon as we 
drop back into Windows. 

Even at the setup level, there are gripes to 
be found though. AMD isn't clear about what's 
required to use three of the many outputs of 
its cards: search www.amd.com for Eyefinity 
and you're directed to a series of blogs (which 
didn't load when we tried them) and a page 
with a fancy animation of some games running 
on Eyefinity (which wasn't correctly formatted 
for IE, Firefox or Chrome). Worse still, even 
AMD's Catalyst driver doesn't bother to mention 
Eyefinity, despite the company trying to create a 
recognisable brand with the word. 

Meanwhile, Nvidia insists that you use SLI 
for its Surround alternative, requiring you to 
possibly upgrade your motherboard, PSU and 
case as well as buy a second graphics card. 
Your performance level will then vary between 
amazing and terrible, depending on the game 
you play and the driver version you use. 

Unless Nvidia and AMD finish the job, and 
make it possible to quickly (and preferably 
automatically) switch between three separate 
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SETTING UP 
NVIDIA SURROUND 


clearer explanations. 
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Nvidia's Surround technology relies on SLI, as Nvidia 
cards only have two display engines each. However, 
SLI requires quite a lot from the rest of your PC too. 
You need to check that your PSU has the necessary 
PCI Express power plugs and can provide enough 
power for two graphics cards. Next, you need to 
check whether your motherboard supports SLI, and to 
what extent. Some boards only provide eight, or even 
only four, lanes of bandwidth for the second 16x PCI 
Express slot, rather than 16 lanes. You'll also need to 
ensure that your case has adequate cooling power 
too, as we encountered constant overheating issues with our SLI setup throughout testing - a 
side-panel intake that shifts plenty of air is our recommendation. 

If your PC passes these checks, at least you can use bog-standard DVI cables to connect 
your cards to your screens. After that, open the Nvidia Control Panel and find the button to 
configure Surround. The wizard is more friendly than the AMD version, as it has pictures and 
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AMD needs to 
be clearer about 
which ports to use 
for Eyefinity. 


screens and an SLS, there won't be much 
demand for three-screen setups. This in turn will 
dissuade games studios from allotting the coding 
and testing time to implement three-screen 
support (around three weeks for Eyefinity), 
meaning that three-screen gaming will fizzle out. 
If this happens, AMD and Nvidia will have only 
themselves to blame — even though three-screen 
gaming is incredible fun, we couldn't live with this 
kind of Windows desktop, and having to enable 
and disable the SLS every time we wanted our 
gaming fix. © 
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Configure Display: for Surround 


Connect displays as shown: 


Di 


@ Suround daplay Addons! daplay 
Qatus: 
| GeForce GTX 460 (1) - Surround displays 
| © Samsung SmeMaser-OK 
@ Somaung SyncMaster -OK 
GeForce GTX $60 (2) - Surround displays 
@ Sensing SmeMaster-OK 
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Forget the derivative franchise follow-ups that 
Battlefield 3 is set to take the series to a whole new level. Nathan Lawrence chats 
with Patrick Bach, executive producer of DICE. 


arte Battlefield series has come a long way 
since its humble beginnings over a decade 
ago. While the formula began with the World 

War |-themed Codename Eagle in 1999, it 
spawned the beginning of a heralded large-scale 
first-person franchise with Battlefield 1942 in 
2002. Several sequels, spiritual successors and 
a Bad Company spin-off series later, and DICE 

is finally ready to throw another number after the 
Battlefield title with the true sequel to Battlefield 2. 

One thing you have to hand to DICE is that it’s 
not afraid to take chances. While other military 
shooters were content to stay in the trenches of 
World War 2 for multiple franchise entries, DICE 
showed PC gamers that it was willing to try new 
things. World War 2 gave way to a battlefield 
that loved the smell of napalm in the morning, 
which begat the jet-loving, Blackhawk-chopper 
prowess of Battlefield 2. DICE even tried its 
hand at ambitiously pushing Battlefield into the 
distant future for a sci-fi romp, and let us not 
forget the ballsy move they made with the first- 
person-anti-shooter Mirror's Edge. 

But then PC gamers were slapped in the 
face with the console-only release of the 
Battlefield: Bad Company spin-off series. We 
were overlooked entirely for the first game 
and then treated as ‘just another platform’ for 
Bad Company 2. The good news is that DICE 
is sorry and looking to make amends with 
Battlefield 3. | 
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Appropriate homage 

There are some key points about Battlefield 3 
that you most probably already know‘but are 
well worth repeating. First and most definitely » 
foremost, PC is the lead platform. This claim |) 
has been qualified by DICE: dedicated server 
support, 64-player maps and the return of jets 
and prone that were strangely absent from the 
Bad Company series. More specifically, PC 
gamers can expect to enjoy the full force of the 


sport the ‘Battlefield’ brand name, 


Frostbite 2 engine with all of its 16x antialiasing 
eye candy, an uncapped frame rate and, of 
course, higher resolutions. 


Pillars of strength 

During a recent presentation at the EA Spring 
Showcase in London, Battlefield brand manager 
Kevin Leary talked about the five core pillars of 
the Frostbite 2 engine: animation, destruction, 
scale, rendering and audio. “Battlefield 3 is the 
true successor to Battlefield 2, despite the gap 


of almost six years. This game is kind of the 

perfect storm for us. It's the game we've always 

wanted to build. And now that we have this 

» Yaitastic brand new technology that’s definitely 

~ “top of the line.” We sat down with Patrick Bach, 

“executive producer of DICE, to shed further light 
on what those pillars mean for PC gamers in 
Battlefield 3. 


Animate this 

It's amazing how it takes the introduction of a 
decent first-person animation system to realise 
just how stilted and disjointed our expectations 
of the genre have been to date. While not 
without some clipping issues in the pre-Alpha 
code that was previewed, the ANT technology 
included in Frostbite 2 provided sufficiently 
impressive results for all tyoes of onscreen 
movements. Whether shifting stances between 
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standing, crouched and prone, running hard 
into a wall to find cover or seeing the physicality/ 
torso awareness when the player dropped 

out of a vent, the animations were smocth, 
progressive and believable. 

Patrick Bach talked about the importance of 
pushing every element of the game forwards 
in Battlefield 3. “We're actually looking into 
everything in the game and asking, ‘How can 
we make it slightly better?’ In some areas we’re 
not trying to take a huge leap forward. But 
in others, for instance when it comes to the 
animation system, it’s like a revolution, and I’m 
very happy with that.” 

As ANT technology has traditionally been 
used in EA Sports titles, this is the first time it’s 
being used in a first-person shooter. We talked 
with Aaron McHardy from EA Canada, who told 
us that DICE wasn’t merely a passive recipient of 
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Avoiding a Crysis 


The not-so-long-ago release of Crysis 

2 had PC gamers justifiably up in arms 

with the seemingly console mentality that 
was applied to the game in terms of its 
graphical customisation options... or lack 
thereof. When we asked Patrick what sort of 
customisation options we could expect from 
Battlefield 3, he responded with this relieving 
answer. “If you need to tweak your game 

to run in the way you want it to run then 

of course that should be a part of it. There 
are, of course, some limitations. We can’t 
give you control over everything because 
you can’t give a benefit to someone when 

it comes to the game: | want to turn off fog 
or | want to make everything super bright 
because | want to see better when | shoot 
people in the head. We won’t give you that 
because, yeah, it’s cheating.” 


the technology. “Yeah, it’s very much a two-way 
street, bringing this technology into their [DICE’s] 
game and adapting it for what they needed to 
do. Now, when they’re doing that, they'll build 
technology to suit their game and sometimes 
we'll say, ‘Hey, that’s actually pretty useful, can 
we have that?’ And they send it back over and 
we have a sort of central technology group that 
helps maintain that as well. Everybody around 
all of our studios will be will be using technology 
that is shared in some way, shape or form, and 
ANT is one of those big technologies that we 
shared with Battlefield 3. So a lot of sharing 
happens. We try to help out our brothers as 
much as possible.” 
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Brick by brick 


For those familiar with the levels of 
destructibility in Bad Company 2, the concept 
of bringing down a building will hardly seem 
novel. While this macro level of destructibility 
adds a dynamic edge to single-player and 
multiplayer, the greatest addition to the 
destructibility side of things in Frostbite 2 is the 
allowance for micro levels of destruction. Even 
hard cover can be chipped away with persistent 
fire, and DICE is also looking at enhancing the 
destructibility of the terrain. | 

Patrick had this to say on the topic. “We can 
actually kind of define what will be affected by 
what kind of ammunition, 0) to speak. So, in 
theory, we could have all of the terrain being 
destructible if we wanted. But it wouldn’t create a 
very realistic. game. We’re moving into the cities as 
well, so it means there's a new level of destruction 
that we will add to the game because of, y'know, 
the buildings and structures that you can have a 
lot of fun with, without spolling it too much. We're 
massaging it to make it better.” 
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“How do you make it, y ‘know, epic? How dom: 
you make it into something that: people say, Oh 
my God, | haven't seen that before.” 


Breaking the scales 


depending on the game mode and associated 
When reassuring PC gamers that their once- player limit; unfortunately, DICE were mum on 
exclusive and beloved franchise is getting the what these modes might be. It does, however, 
64-player multiplayer treatment, it’s also essential ._ seem that Patrick Bach has been asking himself 
to let us Know that there will be sufficient the.right questions in regards to the scale for 
complementary scale to support the numbers. Battlefield 3. 
As with Bad Company 2, Battlefield 3's maps “How do.you make it, y’know, epic? How do 
are capable of expanding the playable area you make it into something that people say, ‘Oh 
my God,'l haven't seen that before.’ When you 
ask consumers in general, they say, ‘I want the 
same, but more.’ And that’s not how you make a 
big visionary statement. More is not better. To us, 
finding the right balance is a delicate part. And 
then how do you enhance that experience?” 
“We had this idea of creating a physical 
battlefield where instead of me feeling like a 
gun on a stick in a world where stuff just moves 
around and shot at you, we wanted it to be, 
I’m a person in this world and there’s another 
person and they fit into the world like | would 
be watching a movie; and then have Battlefield 
being played out in that environment. To us that 
was a very appealing thought. And | think now 
when we're showing it, people say, ‘I didn’t see 
this coming because it’s quite different from what 
| expected.’ And that’s exactly what we wanted.” 


Let there 
be (real-time) light! 


The Battlefield 3 demo was, understandably, 
showcased on a rather beasty PC. What better 
way to show off the visual prowess of the 
Frostbite 2 engine, right? Interestingly, although 
a bit hazy on the specifics of the hardware, 
Patrick told us that the demo was played ona 
computer with standard high-end components 
and a single NIVIDIA 580 video card. According 
to Patrick, the minimum requirements for 
running Battlefield 3 on PC are quite reasonable. 

“Without going into detail, if you have a PC with 
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equivalent hardware matching the consoles — 
not CPU per CPU, but matching output, that’s 
your low spec.” He went on to claim that the 
computer that will be able to run Battlefield 3 on 
full settings has yet to be built. 

One of the most impressive, albeit 
underplayed, features of the rendering side of 
Frostbite 2 was the real-time lighting. Patrick 

wentdiito-depth about how this feature would 
come into play on the PC. “For the PC we 
have a dynamic radiosity system that actually 
bounces light around in real-time, so we can 
do a lot of really cool stuff. The feeling of being 
& {IREOSFS wil differ quite a lot from outdoor 


‘lighting. And that creates a very dramatic 


| - difference. when you move inside to when 


you're outside the building. Also, having 
everything have occlusion; so characters 
moving up close to walls create a shadow — 
even if it’s not a drop shadow - it just occludes 
light from the surrounding area. And that 
creates a very physical contact with the world. 
The physical impact that you make when you 
run around the environment will actually be 
enhanced by the lighting. Having nighttime with 
light lighting up particles and whole cities with, 
y'know, hundreds of point lights instead of a 


couple of them. So we can do so many things 
with light that we’ve never done before.” 

We asked how the real-time lighting would be 
impacted by the new levels of destructibility in 
Battlefield 3. Patrick responded enthusiastically 
with this, “Make a hole in a wall and light will 
then bounce from that new hole into the 
environment. Again, we're trying to not focus 
on it as a feature. We see it as a natural part of 
the physical world you're in. So it should just feel 
natural to blow a hole in the wall and everything 


just adapts to that situation and it looks stunning. 


That's the goal.” 


The sound of war 
Sound is clearly a strongpoint for EA when it 
comes to first-person shooters. It was arguably 
the most impressive feature of the Medal of 
Honor reboot, and Bad Company 2 won a 
BAFTA in the audio category earlier this year. 
Before kicking off the live demo, Kevin Leary 
had this to say about the audio capabilities of 
Frostbite 2. “We've won dozens of awards for 
Bad Company 2’s audio. That same team is 
rolling right over to Battlefield 3, building upon 
what they already have: the best-in-class HDR 
audio experience. We've got a nice booming 


not to mod 


Although our questions about the potentiality 
of amod-friendly Battlefield 3 were dismissed 
in our interview with Patrick, two of our 
journalist companions informed us that their 
modding questions had been met with a 
peculiar response. Apparently, according to 
Patrick, the mod community is a “declining 
trend” due to the complexity of modern 
games. While this doesn’t mean there 

won't be mod support for Battlefield 3, the 
unfortunate implication would be that those 
holding their breath for this should resume 
inhaling/exhaling. 


5.1-surround sound here for you guys to 
experience it as it was meant.” And this wasn’t 
mere hyperbole. The sound was cranked to 
11 during the presentation and, although the 
volume shook loose a couple of fillings, the 
soundscape truly complemented the other 
four Frostbite 2 pillars for a wholly immersive 
experience. 

Considering the awesomeness of what was 
essentially pre-alpha software and how DICE has 
publicly drawn a line in the sand, declaring war 
on Call of Duty, we're fully anticipating that this 
is only the tip of the iceberg of what's in store for 
Battlefield 3. Besides, if there’s any first-person” 
shooter franchise that can sway the momentum 
of the Call of Duty juggernaut, it’s Battlefield; and 
they're in prime striking position to take it on. @ 
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Aperture Science - doing things with science for a lot longer than you think... 


| a titles have influenced the gaming scene 
as thoroughly as Portal. From humble 
beginnings as indie game developers, the 
Narbacular Drop team were snapped up by 
Valve and given free rein to create a three-hour 
singleplayer experience that came bundled with 
the Orange Box — alongside heavy hitters like 
TF2 and HL2: E2. Neither Valve nor the gaming 
community were quite prepared for Portal’s 
almost ubiquitous success; but Valve hasn’t 
been resting on its laurels. Portal’s team was 
hurriedly expanded, and development of Portal 
2 enthusiastically thrown into high gear. 

Like all Valve titles Portal 2 was delayed 
by two months, suffering from serious Valve 
Time (http://goo.gl/MEuS4), but its eventual 
launch was made all the sweeter by 10-20 
per cent preorder discounts on top of a 
wildly discounted selection of 13 indie games, 
dubbed ‘The Potato Sack’. Portal 2 hype was 
burning through both ends of a short candle 
with acetylene torches, and when time came 
to decrypt the game files and finally launch, 
our expectations had inflated to gargantuan 
proportions. Could Valve expand on what made 
the original so great, or was it all just a lie? 


Are you still there? 

After a brief loading screen we're dumped 

into the body of Chell, the protagonist from 

the original game. Chell’s mute, effectively an 
empty shell for the player to be poured into. We 
look around. It’s a hotel room of sorts. We're 
awakened by a sprightly computerised voice 
that could easily double as a golf commentator, 
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who declares that we’re entombed in the 
“Aperture Science Extended Relaxation Centre.” 
Sounds warm and inviting already. 
We're put through some amusing tests 
that double as tutorials, such as looking at 
the floor and interacting with objects, before 
sleeping in a big comfy bed. Already this is a 
very confusing start to the game. However, It 
doesn’t take long for everything to go to shit, 
and we’re awakened to the same computerised 
voice — strained and somewhat malfunctioning 
— that announces we've been asleep for 
“9...9....9...9....9"... and so on. It’s certainly 
been a long while: there's an imprint of a body 
embedded in the mattress! 


Clearly something bad has happened, and 
our hotel room has fallen into serious disrepair. 
A voice comes into the room; there’s someone 
at the door. We approach and it bursts open, 
and we s- HEY, THAT’S NOT A PERSON! 

Instead we're presented with a brand-new 
companion, a computing core hanging from 
arail. His name is Wheatley, his accent is 
somewhere south of London, his IQ barely 
grazes room temperature and you'll either love 
him to bits or hate his guts. His cold, metallic 
guts. Thankfully, we think he’s hilarious, even 
when he is condescending and a serious liability. 
Wheatley provides narration for an impressively- 
animated opening sequence, where Valve 
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dumps us in a holding pen that's been carbon- 
copied from Portal 1. It's exactly the same... 
well, aside from all the plants. 


Far 
Déja Vu 
From this room and for the next few, you'd 
be forgiven for thinking you were in a leafier 
version of Portal 1. The reason for that is 
simple: you ARE in a leafier version! Valve 
thought these initial chambers were just so 
darn good at introducing the basic mechanics 
they’re recycled here for newbies, and give 
experienced players a chance to warm up their 
skills. Eventually we’re treated with a Portal 
gun, and are able to tunnel through any two 
compatible surfaces. In these initial chambers 
that accounts for basically every surface, 
though later on the potential for portal-able 
surfaces is greatly reduced. 

Soon we break away from the original tests, 
and follow Wheatley on a rollercoaster ride 
that ultimately results in everyone's favourite 
megalomaniacal computer being reawakened: 
GLaDOS. She's rather unhappy at how we 
murdered her in the first game, and soon forces 
us into a new series of testing chambers as she 
brings the facility back up to working order. Test 


atemic 


PORTAL 2 


chambers metamorphose in front of our eyes 
as panels scrape, shimmy and slide into place, 
forming the walls and floor for each new room. 
Vast amounts of animation work are visible in 
these stages, alongside amazing audio clarity 
and scripting, as GLaDOS teases and pokes 
fun in her uncannily judgemental way. We hear 
from Aperture’s highly entertaining founder, 
Cave Johnson, and the story behind his facility 
is slowly unravelled. Though the textures do get 
a little repetitive, the Source engine stands the 
test of time exceptionally well. Portal 2 looks 
great and plays smooth as ever. 

The only significant drawback caused by the 
Source engine are annoyingly frequent loading 
screens; expect to be pulled out of the game 
once every five to ten minutes. 


Is ita triumph? 

Portal 2 was billed as a standalone game, 
and rehashing the experience of the first 

can only carry it so far. It doesn’t take long 

for additional puzzle features to come into 
play like player-launching Aerial Faith Plates, 
Thermal Discouragement Beams that must be 
lined up with power receptacles to activate 
devices such as moving platforms or doors, 
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gigantic tractor-beams that float you across 
levels, and solar-powered hard light bridges 
to span vast distances. All these features are 
slowly introduced and explained, producing an 
astounding array of solutions and mechanics. 

By far the best additions are the three Gels 
that are dispensed through tubes, which can 
be painted across levels with portals. Repulsion, 
a blue Gel that makes any surface or object 
incredibly bouncy; Propulsion, an orange 
Gel which accelerates any movement while 
standing on it; and Conversion, a white Gel 
made from moon rocks that makes any surface 
portal-able. 

Valve mix everything together to create 
puzzles that require thought and finesse, such 
as spreading Conversion Gel over an area 
to then coat it in a Propulsion Gel runway 
leading up to a Repulsion Gel bounce pad 
for a turbo-boosted leap across a chasm, or 
using a hard light bridge as a shield to hide 
rom deadly sentry fire. Unlike the first, Portal 
2 does not require twitch-play to solve puzzles, 
and feels infinitely more focused. We reached 
he final challenge after seven-and-a-half hours 
and found it somewhat lacking), the difficulty 

ramping up smoothly, and were presented with 
an incredible climax. There’s even a cooperative 
mode, expanding the gameplay elements and 
adding a further five hours to the game! 

Most importantly we still have a burning 
desire to play more Portal - we'll go back 
through and grab all those nifty achievements 

— and with Valve hinting at future DLC, Portal 2 
is something we'll keep at the top of our must- 
play list for months to come. (JR 


PC, 360, PS3 (reviewd on PC) 


Developer Valve 


Publisher Valve 
Website www.thinkwithportals.com/ 


Gameplay 

Quite possibly the longest first-person 
story-driven puzzle game ever. 
Graphics A as 
Source is a little ancient, but outstanding 
animation makes up for awh 


A blockbuster title from one of 
our favourite developers that’s 
sure to please. 
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For the Emperor! 


Wi we first saw a leaked trailer for 
Space Marine, late in 2009, we were 
excited. When we got to meet the team at Relic 
Entertainment and chat to them about their 
new Warhammer 40,000 game last year, we 
got even more excited. And now, after having 
scored some hands-on time and spoken to the 
devs some more... we’re still excited. 

In fact, given that we’re awfully huge fanboys 
of all things Warhammer, we're making a 
supreme effort to not let ourselves get carried 
away over this game. The truth is, though, 
that it’s looking like Relic’s going to deliver yet 
another superlative experience with its first ever 
third person shooter, and its third game set in 
Games Workshop's grim, dark univserse. 


Between an Ork and 
ahard place 


Before our hands-on session, Relic released 
more details of the game’s singleplayer 
campaign. We'd already known the basics 

— that an Ork invasion has overthrown an 
important Imperial Forgeworld, and that you - a 


SPACE MARINE 


We step into the power-armoured boots of the ultimate def 


captain of the Ultramarines chapter of Space 
Marines — have been called in to assist a 
counter-attacking Imperial Guard force. We'd 
already heard that an Imperial Inquisitor was 
involved somehow, and now we know why - it 
turns out that there’s another, more insidious 
threat orchestrating events behind the scenes... 
the forces of Chaos! 

All up, we've been told that Space Marine's 
singleplayer campaign will be about 12 hours 
long, and it looks like it’s going to be suitably 
epic in scope. 

Our play session began with a short section 
where the dev played through a couple of 
levels to show us the game’s mechanics. In 
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enders of humariity. 


the first level, our plucky Space Marine captain 
went up against a me ss of Orks, before 
linking up with a squé.d of Imperial Guard and 
assisting them in holc ing off multiple waves of 
Ork attackers. The p< cing of this section was 
great, with simple turinel-fighting leading up to 
the more open defensive action. We also got 
to hear our Marine talk for the first time, and 
he’s voiced by character actor Mark Strong. 
It's a great choice, and he delivers some 
suitably stentorian readings. 

The second mission that our tame dev — 
James McDermott, by the way — showed us 
was actually the first time we’ve seen any of the 
game set outside of the claustrophobic factories 
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and corridors that most of the game’s media 
has depicted. Sadly, while we were hoping 

for something which swapped that setting for 
something truly open, the action takes place in 
canyons and rock gulleys, so we suspect the 
corridor-setting to be something that'll permeate 
the entire game. A shame, really, as we'd love 
to see a level that sees you surrounded by 
Ork hordes and holding something like a hill or 
bunker — heroic stands like that are the bread 
and butter of the 40k setting. 

Oh well, beggars, choosers, and all that. 
At least the canyon levels showed off the 
newly announced Chaos units, and boy, do 
they add a whole new flavour to the game. 
The Orks are a pretty single-minded bunch, 
gleefully charging into combat and trying to 
rip off your limbs, but there’s a more insidious 
side to your Chaos opponents. They hang 
back and snipe, or summon demons that can 
warp around you at speed and ambush you. 
And it goes without saying that in terms of 
design and look, these demons, cultists and 
Traitor Marines look like the art and models 
of Games Workshop's tabletop game have 
literally sprung to life. 
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SPACE MARINE 


This is my bolter, 


this is my gun 


Eventually, though, James relented and let us 
have a go at the controller. For our mission, 

we simply had to carve through a horde of 
greenskins and to get to a cargo lift. It was 
pretty simple, but we got to play with a lot of the 
game's cool weaponry, and generally get a good 
feel for the kind of combat Relic’s aiming for. 

In a word, it’s brutal. 

Marines are not a subtle force. Armed with 
excellent weapons and armour, they tend to 
eschew cover for more frontal approach, and 
the game does a great job of making you feel 
like a superhuman warrior. You move much 
slower than in similar games, the sound effects 
of both your heavy tread and rounds pinging off 
your power armour have been well-engineered. 
The game features no cover system beyond the 
classic crouching and careful use of corners, 
and it’s much better for it. 

Ranged and close combat are represented 
equally in the game, and the switching 
between them is practically seamless, at least 
on console. Right trigger fires your equipped 
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ranged weapon, while the buttons lets you 
slash away with whatever blade, hammer 

or other melee weapon you have equipped. 
Combat is a swirling melee that sees you 
aiming down the ironsights to take out distant 
targets, switching to hip-firing as enemies 
come closer, and then finally laying about you at 
close range. 

The unique weaponry of Warhammer feels 
great to control. Bolters — the marine basic 
weapon, and one that effectively fires mass- 
detonating rounds — kick and buck in your 
hands but can literally blow enemies apart. 
Plasma weapons can overheat, but deliver 
near-instant firey death, and grenades are 
a great way of breaking up a rushing attack. 
Everything feels viscerally accurate to the 
source material, while still entertaining enough 
for neophytes to get a kick out of the action. 

And we've not even touched on multiplayer. 
It'll be there, though Relic’s still nailing down 
those details. Given the strength of Dawn of 
War's multiplayer, we think Relic will nail it; so far, 
they're certainly all over the singleplayer, and we 
can’t wait for the release later this year. ( 


( PC, 360,PS3 


Developer Relic Entertainment 
Publisher. THQ 
Website -www.spacemarine.com 


Anticipation rating 


Can haz power 
armour naow? 
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Ghost Reco 


GHOST RECON: 


We go where we’ve never gone before. But was it worth it? 


G host Recon: Shadow Wars is a top-down 
tactics game exclusive to the 3DS. Yes, 
we're reviewing a portable game. Yes, and shut 
up right now — because it’s good. 

The game features a lengthy campaign, 
which sees your Ghost team rocking it though 
Khazakstan with modern weaponry and some 
pseudo sci fi kit that the US and — depressingly 

— Australian governments are currently sinking 
cash into. This includes battle drones and 
cloaking devices that add to the gameplay 
rather than add to the stupidity. 

Since we're on the topic of stupidity, however, 
the plot is positively ‘whatever’. Every time a 
cut scene starts we take a moment and thank 
the gaming gods for the ‘skip’ function. The 
characters are — and insert-your-deity-here, did 
we not roflcopter at the pure irony here — wholly 
two-dimensional. 

We don't care about them. You don’t care 
about them. The writers didn’t care about them. 
If they could achieve true Al they wouldn't 
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care about themselves. At no point will anyone 
refer to their names beyond ‘the assault dude’ 
or ‘the sniper guy’, because there's simply no 
reason to learn them. 

Beyond the plot is the ludicrous dialogue, 


which is bad enough to make you laugh, including 


politically correct interchanges that amount to: 
Ghost dude: ‘they destroyed the drone with a 
drone made from US and Russian parts! But 
how could it destroy an AMERICAN drone?!’ 
Khazekstani chick: ‘why should the American 
drone be better?!’ 
Main dude: ‘can we keep playing now?’ 
Sorry, that last line was actually one of ours, 
but you get the idea: this isn’t Shakespeare. 


n: see eve Wars 


SHADOW WARS 


*) 


Then again, Roland Emmerich will try to 
convince us that Shakespeare wasn’t either. 

But it does seem like they’re trying to 
teach the audience a half-arsed lesson about 
imperialism, elitism and some other isms. And 
although we believe gaming is entirely capable 
of magnificent storytelling and moral education 
beyond the abilities of any other media due to 
its interactive nature — even though it has yet 
to be achieved — GR is not the time nor the 
place. And that’s also a different article: ‘writers 
shouldn't start teaching lessons they're too lazy 
to follow up on’. 

Although it may sound as if we're displeased 
with Ubi’s offerings, our main gripes are simply 
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brought to the forefront by the fact that the 
gameplay is so damn good. 

If you like tactics and strategy you will like 
GR. Your team has a range of skills and it’s best 
to learn each unit’s strengths and work from 
there. And it’s not too hard since they are very 
clearly identified. 

You have a lead assault unit, a sniper, a 
minigun dude, a cloaked assault unit, medic, 
engineer and a Khazakstani rebel whose 
strength lies in her range and all-round robust 
nature. 

Your units can all be upgraded as you gain 
XP. The best thing is you can hand over the 
experience — represented by stars — to units of 
your choosing. 

The game can thank its cover system for a 
huge amount of its depth. We've enjoyed quite 
a few firefights in GR now that have been so 
satisfying simply because we've sat our units 
behind some cover and made them hold out 
against all odds. That may sound formulaic 
or repetitive, but it genuinely isn’t. That’s how 
we enjoy playing, but the options here are 
many. Want to run and gun? Do it. Want to 
flank and out manouvre? Do it. Yes, we can all 
manooooouvre — just ask Eddie Izzard. 


The game lends itself to that wonderful 
sense of dread and immanent doom that isn’t 
overcome until you hit your stride. 

And boy can you hit your stride. Get your 
cloaked unit with your sniper and they are a 
brilliant team. Sniper reduces health. Cloak 
finishes off. It’ll take a little while to get a handle 
on which units work best together, but if you 
think about it like a genuine teamwork exercise 
and use your head you will be graced with 
many rewarding gameplay moments. 

Just as an aside, we love using the assault 
unit with the medic. She’s equipped with a 
hefty pistol and its hilarious to watch her finish 
off enemy units with a simple ‘bang’. We like 
to imagine her smirking every time, and even if 
she isn’t, we are. 

There are many more mechanics that help 
make the game more nail biting. Assault units 
can return fire when shot - even if it’s not their 
turn — so don’t get penisey. 

The engineer can build a turret drone, which 
is excellent for ambushes, units can throw 
grenades and your assault unit can fire mortars 

— which in general are so awesome they will 
forever by associated with the classic line, “war: 
its faaaaaantastic!” 

Another aspect of brilliance is the focus on 
adding one mechanic at a time. You complete 
a few ‘tutorial’ missions, which make up the 
start of the campaign, but throughout many 
more you're constantly learning new things. We 
started the game thinking it was a gun tactics 
thingy, but we’ve come to respect it as a deep 
game with a solid replayability factor. 

One problem with the game is that the RPG 

‘element’ — the XP, kit upgrades, etc. - does 
not extend to allowing your Ghosts to die. If a 
Ghost dies it’s MISSION FAILED! At least no 
tramps or geriatric generals scream for bloody 
Solid Snake. Unless you do... and that’d be 
weird. 

There’s also skirmish and multiplayer maps, 
the former unlocked by doing awesomely in the 
campaign missions. We haven't quite gotten 
through them just yet, but a quick dip of the 
toe has us thinking that they’re not just an 
afterthought. 
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Unfortunately we haven’t tested out the 
multiplayer, and we'll pretend it’s because we 
don’t know anyone else cool enough to own 
a 3DS, and not because no-one wants to play 
with us. 

Finally, presentation. With a game like this 
presentation isn’t always the most important 
aspect, but its another area in which GR 
excels. The maps deliver nice textures and 
details, like leafy trees and bushes, plenty of 
stone walls to take cover behind and houses 
in which to take cover. 

The Ghosts do look cartoonish, but the cut 
scenes and overall presentation don’t avoid this 
visual theme, which puts it in context. 

As for the 3D, it’s not a gimmick. It’s not 
even a feature. It’s just there. And that is a 
huge compliment. The 3D doesn’t draw your 
attention, but it does really seem as if these 
Ghosts are running rampant inside your 83DS — 
like there’s a whole little world in there. 

If you're still not convinced, think of X-Com. 
The man behind X-Com is the man behind this 
and John Giloolly informs us he is seriously 
good at his job. And if Ghost Recon: Shadow 
Wars is anything to go by... he is. (() JL 


Nintendo 3DS 


Developer Ubisoft Sofia 


Publisher Ubisoft 
Website www.ghostrecon.net 


Gameplay ; 
An outstanding tactical outing which can s 
have your heart pounding. = 
Graphics 
noice’ graphics hide flaws, Bary we 
the 3DS can do better. Great use of 5D. 


Overall 
Excellent gameplay undermined 


by an atrocious narrative. 
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GAMEPLAY y OPERATION FLASHPOINT: RED RIVER 
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er ~ ct le 
Operation Flas 


The classic military simulation is back to make up for past mistakes? Is the mission a success? 


Soins we like to imagine what the 
state of FPS military gaming would be like 
without the excellent HBO series Generation 
Kill. There’s a definite line in the sand, as it were, 
in terms of in-game dialogue. We certainly had 
never heard the phrase ‘Oscar Mike’ (military 
slang for ‘On the move’) before then, and we’re 
guessing neither had many developers. But 
suddenly, every game from Modern Warfare 2 
on sounds like it was written by the same team 
of HBO writers. 

Sure, it’s all very accurate and all, but 
possibly Generation Kills having slightly too 
much of an impact. Its influence is causing 
every modern military game to sound 
suspiciously alike. 

Anyway, we digress. Sure, Operation 
Flashpoint: Red River sounds like it too is trying 
to cash in on the clever military feel of the show, 
but how about the actual game wrapped around 
the Oo-RAH banter and phonetic alphabet? 


Welcome to the war 


If there’s one thing Red River does well, it’s 
an intro. It’s a brilliant plotted history of US 


involvement in Afghanistan and the Middle East, 
as related by an in-the-know Sergeant to his 
squad. It sets the HBO-like tone quite nicely, 
while also making some pointed remarks about 
American diplomacy and the poor grunts who 
get to take over when diplomacy gets taken out 
by an IED. 

After that, the game then shifts into classic 
Flashpoint mode. Your fireteam shows up, gets 
yelled at by a senior NCO, and then gets to 
spend some time on the range before heading 
out to secure a mortar position dropping HE on 
your base. 

As training levels go, it’s pretty unimaginative, 
but it gets the job done. It also shows off the 


more complex mission structure of the game, 
as once the position is secure you move on to 
the border of Tajikistan (a real country on the 
border of China and the rest of the ‘stans, and 
like chosen because it can be contracted to Taji, 
so as to emulate the term ‘haji’ from Generation 
Kill) and take part in a push into the interior. 
Red River's missions are often sprawling 
affairs, requiring you clear villages, cover fellow 
fireteams, call in air support, and then do it all 
over again over the next ridge. 
The battlefield you traverse seems constantly 
alive with action — helis supporting infantry, 
or convoys of tanks moving into combat 
are always off in the distance. However, at 
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the same time it’s kind of... ernpty. It’s often 
pointed out by your squadmates that the lack 
of civilians means action’s imminent, but it also 
takes down the realism a notch. You might be 
told to check your fire, but you only ever seem 
to face armed resistance. 

But, perhaps friendly fire incidents aren’t 
where Codemasters wants to take the game. 

Regardless, the singleplayer is a solid, if 
talky experience. Your squad Al is pretty 
sharp — though not the best at taking up a solid 
defensive position — and more than capable of 
taking down enemy combatants. This is not a 
game where every kill must be made by you. 

Combat itself can get very busy. Red River 
features large and open engagement areas, 
so you can often come under fire from targets 
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that will take you some time to locate. It’s 
chaotic at first, but once you get used to it, it 
feels very natural and fluid. Weapon physics 
are challenging without being impossible, with 
bullet drop and some basic penetration. You 
can get injured, and bleeding wounds will 
need to be dressed - on you, and your squad. 
However, your medpacks never seem to run 
out, and even incapacitated troops will come 
right at each new save point in a mission. 

And yes, the game is checkpoint-based. Sigh. 


Semper Fi 
However, the real meat of the game is when 
you can play with friends. Red River doesn’t 
feature any competitive multiplayer, though; 
it's all co-op based. You can play through the 
campaign missions, or take on a number of 
specific co-op missions as a fireteam. 

This is what Red River is all about — tight, 
squad-based play. And you'll need to be 
tight, too, especially on the hardest difficulty 
setting, Hardcore. In this mode your HUD is 
stripped away, and you'll even have to bring up 
compass bearings to work out where your next 
waypoint is or where that just-spotted sniper 
might be hiding. 
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In co-op mode, things like suppressive 
fire and good wound management become 
even more essential, and more powerful. In 
singleplayer mode, ordering individual squad 
members can be a task, but with good voice 
comms everything is much more responsive, 
and you can execute some very satisfying 
moves. 

Your soldier levels up as you play, too. The 
unlocks aren't as detailed or as powerful as, say, 
Modern Warfare, but the level of customisation 
they bring is welcome. 

Finally, on top of all this, the game looks 
good too. The open environments and huge 
view distance to come at a cost, and distant 
vistas can look a little... samey, but overall the 
graphics get the job done. And on even a video 
card a generation old we were able to get solid 
frames at max-settings. 

If you’re looking for a more mature shooter 
while we all wait for Battlefield 3, this could 
be your option. It’s tighter - yet not excessive 

— focus on realism and squad interplay is a 
refreshing change. It’s not perfect, but with the 


right teammates it’s a lot of fun. (2) DH 


’ PC, 360, PS3 


Developer Codemasters 


Publisher Codemasters 
Website www.flashpointgame.com 


Gameplay 
Comes alive with co-op. 


Graphics S 
Not great, but expansive 


A much more approachable 
gaming experience. 
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CULTURESHOCK 4 


Thor 


God of Thunder, or God of bad comic book adaptations? 


Director Kenneth Branagh 
Starring Chris Hemsworth, Anthony Hopkins, 
Natalie Portman and Tom Hiddleston 


| ial with even half a comic book brain 
knows Thor — God of Thunder who's 
chosen to defend Earth and join up with a 
bunch mutants and heroes. But did you know 
hat Thor is also the God of farming? No? 

Well, that’s okay — the movie doesn’t really 
waste any time with that, but we thought it was 
interesting to point out a little bit of real Norse 
mythology. You’re certainly not going to get it 
in the film. 

Thor, the movie, takes the tack that the Odin, 
Loki and the rest of the Norse pantheon are 
not in fact Gods, but merely powerful, well, 
aliens. The world tree of Ygdrassil becomes 

a nebula body in which the worlds or planets 
of Asgard, Earth and the rest all reside, and 

the magic of the Gods is simply sufficiently 
advanced technology. It’s all very Arthur C. 
Clarke in that respect. 

And, as a setup for a film which is meant to 
introduce a character that’s going to eventually 
stand beside Iron Man, the Hulk and the rest 
of the Avengers gang, it’s a neat piece of 
storytelling. After all... why would an actual 
God hang out with a bunch of sociopaths and 
drunken playboys? 

Anyway, the film has a lot of exposition to 
get out of the way early on, and that pretty 
much sums up the first act. However, it uses 
a clever flashback track to rather nicely bring 
you up to speed on Galactic politics and Dark 
European history, while also introducing you 
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to a group of Earthbound scientists who have 
literally run-over the fallen to Earth Thor. Like 
Iron Man before it, Thor manages to deftly 
blend rich mythologising and action with some 
laugh-out-loud humour - if there’s anything 
funnier than watching the God of Thunder get 
tasered into incapacity, we've yet to see it. 

In fact, if there’s one criticism to be made 
of the film, it’s that it’s surprisingly light on plot. 
However, it’s not a criticism we subscribe to. 
The plot’s actually right there from the beginning, 
but because of the antagonist behind it, it’s all 
rather... subtle. This obfuscation actually lets 
the audience focus instead on the journey that 
Thor must undertake, from hubris-ridden prince 
to humble hero. 

Chris Hemsworth, much like his director, 
Kenneth Branagh, manages to work with all 
aspects of the character, from comedy to 
bluster and everything in between. Branagh in 
particular deserves kudos, as the film totters on 
the brink of being ludicrous a number of times, 
but never tumbles. His ability with Shakespeare 
is put to good use. We also loved Tom 
Hiddleston as Loki, which was always going to 
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SHORTS 


It’s been a mixed month for Doctor Who 
fans, with the excitement over launch of the 
sixth season of Nu Who being somewhat 
dampened by the death of Elizabeth Sladen, 
who played Sarah Jane in the original series, 
from cancer at the age of 63. We're looking 
forward to the return of the Doctor and Amy 
and Rory, but we can’t help but feel like 
someone will be missing. 


It’s pretty hard to find anything being 
made by Hollywood these days that isn’t 
either a remake, a reboot, or an adaptation, 
and not a week goes by without another re- 
imagining making the news. We cop to being 
cautiously optimistic about a third Bill and Ted 
movie, nervous about Terminator 5 (even if 
Arnie is involved), excited about a film version 
of Neil Gaiman’s American Gods, and just 
plain terrified of everything else... 


be a challenge. This is the God of Mischief 
after all, and he does a good job of making 
the audience forget that for much of the 
film’s length. 

The film looks the part, too, with great 
special effects and some clever use of 3D 
echnology. That said, we're still not sold on 
his 3D fad, and it must be said that much of 
the film would likely look better without the 
layering effect of 3D. The costuming, however, 
is pretty much picture-perfect. From making a 
believable and useful looking representation of 
Thor's trademark cross-hatch armour, to Mjolnir 
itself, there's not really anything that a fan could 
find fault with. 

Ultimately, Thor is more of an epic 
fantasy than a superhero film, but that’s not 
necessarily a bad thing. It stands apart from 
the other Avengers character films, and rightly 
so. At the same time, with characters like 
SHIELD’s Agent Coulson showing up, and the 
obligatory post-credits reveal, it still sits firmly 
within Avengers canon. 

And man... we can't wait for that film. (@) DH 
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rtle Beach’s Ear Force 21 and Z2 deliver high-quality sound, 
gged construction and superior comfort in a compact design — 
at’s easy to carry along with your, gaming gear. Built for gamers 
n the go”, the Z headset range delivers big sound in a small 
ckage — and at a great price. 


ull-sized premium speakers bring out every detail in the game 
you Can react quickly to sound cues. Specially designed 
und-absorbing cushions sit comfortably on your ears and 
elp block out distractions like PC fan noise’or chatter from 
her gamers. Twist-style ear cups can turn flat and rest on 

ur chest while you take a break from the game. 


he Ear Force Z1 and Z2 let you enjoy the comfort, quality 
nd competitive edge of a professional-grade gaming headset 
herever you go. 
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Turtle Beach has a headset to suit every level, from basic headsets 
right up to programable wireless 7.1 Dolby surround sound! 


www.turtiebeachheadsets.com.au 


Selected items at selected retailers.... NZ Enquiries 
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eyN |S DUNGEON SIEGE Ill EVENT 


Dungeon Siege III 
at Atomic HQ 


We recently hosted a super exclusive preview of Dungeon 
Siege Ill at Atomic HQ, with a very special guest. 


W: got the opportunity to say a very a brilliant idea — if he’s out, with playable 
special thanks to some of our most and very good looking code, why not 
consistent gaming event supporters last month, — show it off to some happy Atomicans? 
with an invite to a very exclusive, very special Great idea —- we immediately decided to 
Atomic gaming night. treat this as a special thank you event 
Nathan Davis, the game’s producer from for past attendees, as it’s not every day 


Obsidian Games, was out for a press tour, but you get to have a developer on hand for 
the game's local publisher, Namco Bandai had these things. 


DUNGEON SIEGE Ill EVENT * GAMEPLAY 


And what a great night it was. Nathan delivered 
a presentation on the new game, its characters, 
and a lot of the new and interesting gameplay 
mechanics. After a brief and generous Q&A, then 
it was time for some hands on fun, getting into the 
game's excellent co-op mode on our shiny new 
Alienware-powered LAN. 

There was beer and pizza, great gaming, better 
Atomicans, and even the chance to get some 
gaming hints and tips from an inside expert. So 
thank you Namco, and Nathan, for an excellent 
night. | think we're all very much looking forward to 
the final game, now! 

In the meantime, check out our gallery of pics 
from the night. (( 
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Leena rane 


Crysis 2 Event 


Fun was had, Crysis 2 was played, lasers were pewed. 
What more do you want from an Atomic party? 


ee we've set a new high for Atomic events 
everyone walked away from our exclusive 
Crysis 2 PC event last month with huge smiles. 
We were happy (well, maybe not while going 
through the living hell of packing our Alienware 
machines — crazy packaging!), Snez from EA 
was happy, and you guys, most importantly, 
were happy as well. 

We had six sexy Alienware systems on the 
go all night, showing off the game's singleplayer 


CRYSIS 2 EVENT (aleZ.4 See 


campaign to punters for quite possibly the first 
time in its current state - and it’s looking pretty 
damn smooth, too. 

But on top of that, we had a great venue 
in the shape of the Strike Bowling bar, Laser 
Skirmish for all at the Battle for Sydney venue, 
an open bar, and some damn tasty pizzas. And if 
battling the alien invasion of New York and other 
Atomicans wasn’t enough, we even had pool 
on the go. On top of that, everyone got a fancy 
Crysis 2 t-shirt, and a copy of the game. Neat! 

The times were indeed fun — check out our 
pics to see all (well, not all... looking at you, 
Juggs) the shenanigans. Thanks everyone, 
especially EA, for a great night out! 
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FALLBACK f 


Over the shoulder 
and far away. 


Ben Mansill’ s third-person perspective on the topic of first-person preferences. 


know a bloke who can’t play third person would change everything. Transformation. Sometimes a way is found. A mod or teensy 
| games. He is actually not able to. Normally Entering the world instead of watching it. Surely, new line in a config file may be all that's needed 
a master of precision dexterity, he becomes he wonders, the artists intended the world to fo open up an otherwise barricaded world. Just. 
a messy oaf when in the third. He fumbles and be seen through the eyes of their own creative . Like. That. And the view slides in. “Now why 
falls, he embarrasses himself so quickly that a imaginings. Why oh why did the ponytailed fool couldn’t they have made this possible to provide 
quick exit is a no-contest preference to investing. | who somehow became the boss make such a choice?” He wonders. 
a bit of time to learn and develop. terrible decision? But they don’t. The developers take care and 
‘But it’s not a failure he is running from, it is Tis market. To market they go across console __ trouble to purposely lock the view. It is madness. 
simply a most intense dislike that is driving him and PC. In that order. Why is there a mistaken It makes no sense, other than to occasionally 
away. To him, gaming in the first person is the idea that those who play with a control pad provide a workable perspective to aid survival 
most wonderful invention in the world. The world —_ prefer third person gaming. Hello Halo? Perhaps — when jumping through lava levels. 
world, not just the gaming world. To be in there, that wasn’t big enough for others to take notice. Hrrmphhh. 
to be doing it. That is magic and incredible. And so, games are wasted. Others do help. They show kindness, 
Seeing the most fantastic places through the My friend knows the ridiculousness of his role understanding and a mind unfettered by 
eyes of someone there, he is the someone who in the situation. Many times he has asked himself — perspective bigotry. My friend still subconsciously 
is there. And how. to overcome the silly barrier. To get over it and rolls his mouse wheel in a fight in the worlds of 


Oblivion of Fallout, a twitch reaction to change 
It’s as if the game is being played by another (arcs nscou, arte ounce tock to tira 
person A very small person with odd eae oe. ee hurriedly as he returns 
. to the first, for the fight. 
movements which are never quite natural. ee ee ae 


As far as my friend is concerned, there is only 


The sadness is... the waste. So many switch his mind a few degrees, training himself to one situation that is acceptable for one to see 
beautiful places have been unvisited, stories left enjoy as others do. one’s self externally, from a’short distance above -” 
unstarted, adventures un-had. For the creators He can’t, though. The foolishness of this idea and behind. That is the moment one dies, the 
of such games to show care and talent in soon reminds him what it’s all about. He knows moment before we go to the light. Seeing as : 
creation and design, then throw it all away by why he plays games. He wants to see things he ~— my friend does not believe insuch anonsense 
detaching the player from the le isa doesn’t believe. Only through his virtual eyes do concept in the first place, it remains a sadness 
horrible shame. burning attack ships off the shoulder of Orion ~ for as long as he will live that worlds are kept 

It's as if the game is being played By mean anything. from him. (©) 


another person. A very small person with odd 

movements which are never. quite natural. The 
connection between mind and magic is never 

made. It feels like a toy. 

This is when my friend walks away — usually 
not a minute has passed. He knows the bridge 
can never be crossed so he turns and tries to 
forget what could have been. 

Mass Effect 1 and 2. Dead Space 2. Tomb 
Raider. Uncharted. These are just a few worlds 
he wants to live. Marvellous stories he wants to 
be part of, to play his part in. So many. So many. 

.-Sometimes,he'll pretend, if he must. Faking 
fun while important people are watching, eager 
to see if he is enjoying the new game. The 
moment they look away he throws the control 
pad down with disgust. Anger and contempt for 
the likely clueless fool at the top of the developer 
tree who dictated the game be third person. 

It could so easily have been different. The 3D : 
space exists and only a short shift in perspective fot \ 
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NRG™ high performance gaming machines. 
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Gigabyte® GA-P67A-UD5 Motherboard 
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Dual GeForce® HD GTX 580 1536MB GDDR5 
SLI® - DX11 / 3D Vision Surround Ready 
120GB SSD (285/275MB/Sec SandForce Controller) 
21B - SATA2 3Gb/s 7200rpm 32MB Cache HDD 
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Antec® Twelve Hundred Unbeatable Gaming Case 
¢ Antec® 900W High Current Gamer PSU (80-PLUS Certified) 
¢ Genuine Windows 7° Professional 64-bit 
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